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            PROLOGUE

         

         
            When Alexander saw the breadth of his domain he wept, for there were no more worlds to conquer.

            —Plutarch1

         

         I

         I would like to make an assertion that I cannot prove but am certain is true. Within a fifty-kilometer radius of where I am writing this Prologue, someone somewhere is either playing or listening to Chopin’s music. Nor does it depend on the location of my writing desk—which happens to be situated near Toronto. Move it to New York, London, Berlin, Vienna, Moscow, or Beijing, and my proposition remains the same. Whatever the time zone, the sun never sets on Chopin’s music. Millions of listeners are held in thrall to it. Radio stations across the world broadcast his compositions. The sale of Chopin recordings holds firm, even as others go into decline. The “Chopin recital” remains as popular as ever, a fixture in the concert hall. Chopin competitions continue to spring up across the globe. Finally, and most remarkably, Chopin has come to symbolize a nation. He is Poland’s best-known son. Is there any other composer of whom similar things could reasonably be said?

         Musicology devours its own children. Time was when Chopin was generally regarded as a “salon composer” of charming miniatures—mazurkas, waltzes, nocturnes—unworthy of a place in the pantheon. It never seemed to occur to our forefathers that a piece lasting just a couple of minutes (witness some of the Preludes, op. 28) could contain more musical substance than an entire string quartet of Boccherini. One had to compose symphonies, operas, and oratorios in order to be considered “great.” All that has changed, but it did not happen overnight, as we shall see. 

         II

         Berlioz is said to have remarked that “Chopin was dying all his life,”2 and the image still haunts the literature. We cannot be sure when Chopin first contracted tuberculosis, the wasting disease that eventually took his life, but it must have been early. His sister Emilia died of the illness when she was only fourteen years old. Years later his father, Mikołaj, succumbed to the same malady. A number of Chopin’s close Polish friends and associates were also carried off by the contagion, including his school friends Jan Matuszyński and Jan Białobłocki. And we do not have to widen the circle much further before finding that Ludwika Skarbek, on whose estate at Żelazowa Wola Chopin’s parents met and conducted their courtship, and where Chopin himself was born, fell prey to the disease, as did a number of Chopin’s artistic colleagues in Warsaw with whom he came into regular contact, including the conductor and organist Wilhelm Würfel and the poet Juliusz Słowacki. Tuberculosis was rampant in Poland during the first decades of the nineteenth century, and it has been estimated that during Chopin’s own lifetime a fifth of the entire population of central Europe succumbed to the disease, drawing tens of thousands of sufferers into its deadly folds.

         The interesting question first raised by Esmond Long, an American expert on pulmonary illness, continues to lurk in the background: “How many young people did Chopin infect by coughing during his lessons?”3 At least two of Chopin’s pupils were carried off by “galloping consumption” (the graphic description by which the final, accelerated form of the disease was popularly known) while they were still young. Paul Gunsberg was only twelve and Károly Filtsch barely fifteen when consumption claimed them—although it is impossible to prove a causal connection with their teacher.4 In any case, mutual reinfection was a constant problem. But this in turn raises a further question. How was it possible that of the six people who comprised Mikołaj Chopin’s household, three died of tuberculosis while the other three remained immune? Chopin’s mother, Justyna, and his sisters Ludwika and Izabella showed no symptoms. We know that individuals differ in their disposition toward tuberculosis, and their resistance to infection can protect them for long periods of time. Moreover, even after being infected some sufferers may linger for years, showing hardly any symptoms, while others succumb quickly. Chopin and his young sister Emilia are textbook examples of such a difference. Emilia died within two years of first exhibiting symptoms of the disease; her brother struggled against it for more than twenty. 

         George Sand lived on terms of closest intimacy with Chopin for eight years, yet never contracted tuberculosis; and neither did her children, Solange and Maurice, who were his daily companions during the months they spent together in Majorca and later during his frequent sojourns at Sand’s country home in Nohant, at the very time that the disease was increasing its deadly grip on him. Such puzzles preoccupied the medical fraternity and led to competing diagnoses. Sir James Clark, Queen Victoria’s physician and Chopin’s consultant in Britain in 1848, held the erroneous view that tuberculosis was not an infection at all, but a predisposition, harmless for those in contact with the sufferer, an opinion described elsewhere in this volume as inexplicable. By contrast, the Spanish doctors who treated Chopin during his ill-fated trip to Majorca in 1838 were adamant that it was contagious. Such divergent views led to equally divergent treatments. Sir James Clark and his followers prescribed rest, sunshine, a dry climate, and fresh air for their patients. “Go south” was their watchword. The response of Chopin’s Spanish doctors was dramatically different. They reported his infection to the authorities, which led to his bedding being burned, his furniture destroyed, and Chopin himself coming close to being quarantined because they feared contagion. His bizarre journey through the medical profession resulted in every conceivable remedy being prescribed to him along the way, including bleedings, leeches, and blisters, as well as an entire smorgasbord of diets and pharmaceutical products of dubious provenance. It continues to astonish us that Chopin consulted no fewer than thirty-three physicians during his short lifetime.5 His intimate connection with doctors of every shade and hue cost him a small fortune across the years, and helps to explain why he was sometimes short of funds. 

         It remains to consider the effect that tuberculosis had on Chopin’s creative output. We know that there were times when it was a simple inconvenience and he could go about his daily business with energy to spare. But there were others when his activities came to a virtual standstill, because the leaden weight of his symptoms—chronic tiredness, incessant coughing, inflammation of the larynx, breathlessness, and neuralgia—proved to be such a heavy burden that he could not function. On the dreadful journey from Majorca back to the Spanish mainland, George Sand tells us, Chopin coughed up “bowlfuls of blood.” This was ten years before he died. We have to regard it as a marvel that it was precisely during this final decade that he composed such masterpieces as the sonatas in B-flat minor and B minor, the F minor Fantaisie, the Polonaise-Fantaisie, and the Barcarolle. During the last two or three years of his life, in fact, Chopin could not even climb the stairs and had to be carried by his manservant. And since the various medications prescribed for him by his doctors included opiates to suppress his other symptoms, the tranquilizing effect that this may have had on his will to work cannot be dismissed. Creativity, in brief, cost him dear.

         Yet in the end it was creativity that consoled him, despite the struggle it entailed. Chopin’s composing process was often slow and painful. A glance through his manuscripts reveals signs of serious conflict, with heavy corrections on many a page. He would sometimes scratch out a phrase half a dozen times in his search for the right construction—only to finish with the version he had originally started with. Meanwhile, the pleasure we take in viewing Chopin’s manuscripts, even in facsimile, cannot be denied. It is an infinitely more rewarding experience than gazing at a cold, typeset page of music, which purports to communicate the same information more readily. The manuscript discloses character. An entire world resides beneath the surface of what a more leisurely age used to call “penmanship.” (How much more elegant is that word than the forbidding term “rastrology” with which musicology has lately been encumbered.) It is a world that contains an infinite variety of qualities—hope, joy, haste, languor, suffering, even ecstasy—all of which flow through the pen, jostle for expression on the written page, and quietly await their interpreter. A manuscript, in brief, is a companionable thing. When we confront it, we confront a portion of biography itself, for the images that come to mind are not easily dispelled. Isolated in his room, with a piano as his sole companion (Chopin invariably composed at the keyboard), it was not unusual for him to spend several weeks on a single page, pacing back and forth and breaking his pens in frustration. When Chopin corrected something, he made sure that the outside world would never know what his first thoughts had been. A single pen stroke through the offending bars would have sufficed for most composers, but not for Chopin. Those bars had to be obliterated. 
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               Autograph page of the Prelude in G-sharp minor, op. 28, no. 12.

            

         

         That his debilitating illness was in part to blame for the struggle cannot be doubted. But an infinitely more important factor was his quest for perfection, a lifelong characteristic that happened to be one of his shining virtues. And it produced a dividend. It can easily be shown that a greater amount of Chopin’s music is now alive and well in the concert hall, proportionate to his relatively small output, than that of any other composer.

         III

         Much new information has flowed into the field of Chopin studies in recent years, and there would be no point in writing another biography of the composer that did not reflect that fact. To give just a few examples: No present-day account of Chopin’s life can ignore the work of Georges Lubin, whose magisterial edition of the letters of George Sand (in twenty-six volumes) was brought to a conclusion in 1995 and brings her relations with her contemporaries, and especially with Chopin, into sharper relief. Equally indispensable is the work of George Sand’s biographer-in-chief, Curtis Cate, who left few stones unturned in his quest to uncover the veiled complexities of her character. I have woven the work of both scholars into my account of the Sand-Chopin ménage and have attempted to explore aspects of the liaison that are often glossed over in the general rush to have done with the story. Chopin’s relationship with Sand was the most intimate that he experienced with any human being—aside from the members of his immediate family. His first meetings with Sand, their “honeymoon” in Majorca, their subsequent shared life at Nohant and in Paris for the next eight years, and the tumult that brought about their final rupture are traced in somewhat greater detail than usual. In biographical work there is always a danger of “burying the hero beneath the documents”—to use a telling phrase of André Maurois, one of Sand’s earlier biographers. Still, the transmission of sources is important, for without them the chain of evidence is broken. The events in Sand’s life touched on those of Chopin at a hundred different points, and there are times when the story of his life can hardly be told without reference to hers.

         As for Chopin’s earlier years in Poland, the field has changed almost beyond recognition, making the provision of a fuller and more accurate account of his childhood and youth more necessary than ever. The work of Piotr Mysłakowski and Andrzej Sikorski has opened new vistas on the composer’s early years in Warsaw, rendering much of what used to pass for the story of his life there redundant, filled as it was with fantasy and legend. Their book Fryderyk Chopin: The Origins (2010) rids the topic of much confusion and error. Based on a meticulous survey of church records of births, marriages, and burials; property mortgage deeds; bank accounts; and municipal archives in dozens of towns and villages across Poland and France, their research has become an indispensable source for Chopin scholars. Piotr Mysłakowski’s later study The Chopins’ Warsaw (2013) is also important, for it takes us into the heart of the Chopin family circle itself, offering new and unprecedented glimpses of their daily lives as they went about their business in the Polish capital. It is hardly possible to write a biography of Chopin that does not take these volumes into account, and the early chapters of my own narrative have been influenced by their texts.

         The key players in the story of Chopin’s life are easily recognized, for they turn up in all the standard biographies. Chopin’s wide circle of Polish friends during his youth and adolescence in Poland included his classmates at the Warsaw Lyceum, Jan Matuszyński, Dominik (“Domuś”) Dziewanowski, Jan (“Jasio”) Białobłocki, Julian Fontana, and Tytus Woyciechowski, the dedicatee of his early “Là ci darem” Variations, op. 2. But how much do we actually know about these young men? Hardly anything, it seems, as we turn the pages of one Chopin biography after another. They make their entrances and their exits, but they never linger long enough for us to make their firm acquaintance; yet these friends were vitally important to Chopin. Then there were his teachers at the Lyceum, among them Professor Zygmunt Vogel, who taught drawing; Professor Józef Skrodzki, who taught chemistry; Professor Wacław Maciejowski, who taught history and classics; and above all its rector, Dr. Samuel Linde, an eminent philologist who produced Poland’s first dictionary. And after the Lyceum came the High School for Music, with the founding director Józef Elsner as its chief luminary. These people, too, form part of the cavalcade of characters who regularly crowd their way into the story of Chopin’s life. It is clear from comments that Chopin made in later life that he admired his mentors and was grateful for the superior education that they gave him. Yet we generally have to delve into arcane sources, beyond the reach of the average reader, to find out who they really were. For the rest, all history is biography. I have attempted to put a face on some of these personalities by offering them their own “cameos,” so to speak, which may not only bring them to life but may put Chopin himself into sharper focus.

         IV

         Chopin’s correspondence remains our primary source for understanding his life and work. In fact, it is impossible to produce a satisfactory chronology of his daily activities without constant reference to it. While his letters may lack the verbal polish of those of Schumann or Berlioz, both of whom were professional music critics, they nonetheless provide us with a trove of information unobtainable elsewhere. Chopin had no literary pretensions and he had no idea that his letters would one day be read by an international audience. Nor did he write with one eye on posterity (as Liszt sometimes did while revising his first drafts) but rather responded as best he could to the matters raised by his correspondents. Yet his epistolary style is engaging and it draws us into his world. To his family and to his Polish friends—Wojciech Grzymała, Julian Fontana, Józef Elsner, and others—he naturally wrote in Polish. To others he wrote in French, a language in which he was fluent from his youth. One notable exception to this rule was his correspondence with his father, Mikołaj Chopin, which was conducted in French despite the fact that Polish was the language of the home and French-born Mikołaj spoke it well, albeit with a marked accent. As a student at the Warsaw Lyceum, Chopin is known to have taken lessons in Italian, German, and English, although there are no letters from him in these last two languages. To his intimate friends he was always ready to reveal his deeper feelings. To others he was more guarded, preferring to wear a mask of polite civility rather than let his words betray him. Chopin was endowed with considerable powers of sarcasm, and he was ready to direct it against those whom he disliked, or whom he suspected of insincerity. Ever ready to puncture the vanity of these worthies, the cartoons that he occasionally sketched in the margins of his letters amount to a more powerful commentary on what he really thought than do his words. His sense of the absurd was never far from the surface. He was only fourteen years old when he created his satirical newspaper the Szafarnia Courier, a spoof on the conservative Warsaw Courier. Its madcap humor and comic “news stories,” in which he reports on the rustic lifestyle of the Mazovian village of Szafarnia while on holiday there, belie his tender years. Chopin also had an abiding love of puns, which rarely deserted him, even when he was in physical discomfort and facing the end.

         Closely connected to this firsthand material are the recollections of those who knew Chopin from his early childhood in Warsaw and grew up with him. The memoirs of Eugeniusz Skrodzki, Eustachy Marylski, and Józef Sikorski provide us with vignettes about him and his family that we cannot find elsewhere. Chopin’s godfather, Fryderyk Skarbek, wrote an important autobiography in which there are references to the Chopin family beyond price to the biographer. I have drawn generously on these and other Polish sources in an attempt to create a somewhat fuller picture of Chopin’s fledgling years than we are generally proffered.

         It cannot be said that Chopin enjoyed writing letters. He often procrastinated and there were times when the writing of a single epistle would be spread across several days. The shorter ones amount to no more than a line or two, confirming an appointment here or a social engagement there. The longest letter to have survived runs to nearly six thousand words, took him a week to write, and was addressed to his family shortly after his arrival in Scotland, in mid-August 1848, giving them details of his sojourn in the British Isles. He entrusted this travelogue to his friend Woyciech Grzymała in Paris, asking him to treat it “as if it were one of my greatest works” and forward it to Warsaw.6 There are approximately eight hundred letters by Chopin in existence, but this is considered to be a fraction of the number that he is thought to have written. Letters that at one time were in circulation disappeared, never to become part of the scholarly record. The European conflagrations that formed the backdrop to Chopin’s story, together with the sheer indifference and neglect that his epistolary legacy endured at the hands of numerous individuals after his death, resulted in the loss of important documents and the creation of a void that has never been filled. Ferdynand Hoesick wrote about this lamentable state of affairs in the Preface to his influential Chopiniana.

         

         
            It is a strange thing that while the letters to such famous people as Adam Mickiewicz, Juliusz Słowacki, and Joachim Lelewel are reverently guarded as if they were some relics or family jewels, the letters of Chopin are treated very badly. Those who had them did not look after them very well, and precious letters were “borrowed,” never to be returned. Thus, for instance, it is known that there was a whole collection of Chopin’s letters addressed to Tomasz Nidecki [an older student who had studied at the Warsaw Lyceum], but only two letters survived. Why? Because the rest were “borrowed” or given away.7

         

         Hoesick does not draw the depressing conclusion, so we will do it for him. So many documents on which a life story normally rests are missing, it is entirely possible that a definitive biography of Chopin may never be written. Scholarship abhors a vacuum, so speculation, hypothesis, and sheer fantasy have rushed in to fill it, and that has been Chopin’s portion ever since the hour of his death.

         The most complete collection of Chopin’s letters on which we are still forced to rely remains the three-volume Correspondance de Frédéric Chopin, edited by the Polish scholar Bronisław Sydow and his collaborators, Suzanne and Denise Chainaye, published in the years 1953–60. This collection was actually a French translation of Chopin’s original Polish texts, which had appeared in Sydow’s own two-volume Korespondencja Fryderyka Chopina (1955). In the sixty years that have elapsed, no Chopin biographer has been able to dispense with these volumes, despite their known shortcomings. They are now being replaced by an annotated edition in Polish that will eventually run to three volumes, and is being published under the aegis of the University of Warsaw with a distinguished roster of Polish scholars at its head: Zofia Helman, Zbigniew Skowron, and Hanna Wróblewska-Straus. At the time of writing, only the first two volumes are available, covering the years 1816–39. 

         V

         A biography of Chopin, or of any composer for that matter, opens the door to an old topic. How important is a study of the life to an understanding of the music? There are two competing philosophies and they can hardly be reconciled. One is that the life and work are inseparable. Because the work could not have been brought into existence without the life, so the argument runs, it must bear traces of that life with all its joys and sorrows, its triumphs and its tragedies. The pursuit of such connections is therefore important, both to the player and to the listener.

         The other argument maintains that music is a thing in itself, that it stands or falls without reference to the life that created it. Somewhat like a mathematical equation, it exists in splendid isolation, divorced from its creator. Indeed, we need not know who its creator is. Stripped of biography, yet continuing to function supremely well without it, a musical composition renders superfluous all attempts to reattach it to those mundane links that connect it to the outside world. Looked at this way, music becomes a solution in search of a problem. More to the point, a biography becomes a bridge to nowhere.

         It is not difficult to see where Chopin stood in this debate. It is almost as if his life and music unfolded along parallel planes, with no point of intersection. His studies, preludes, nocturnes, mazurkas, and polonaises seem to exist in rarefied seclusion, unfettered by the human condition. Even the ballades, whose very title provokes the idea that they must be “about” something, have never yielded any secrets that the vast majority of us thinks worth knowing. Many attempts have been made to link them to the epic poetry of Poland’s national bard, Adam Mickiewicz. But that dooms these unique musical structures to lie down on a Procrustean bed, in which they must be stretched out of shape to fit whatever story line the poet happens to be weaving.

         Most of Chopin’s contemporaries—including Berlioz, Liszt, Mendelssohn, and Schumann—attached pictures, poems, or storied titles to their music, in an attempt to “explain” it to their listeners. This was the age of program music, and the unity of the arts was the thing. By contrast, we could almost describe Chopin as a displaced person of musical history—a classical composer in word and deed, condemned to walk in silence among the chattering romantics. This is not a common view of someone who has been called the “Prince of Romantics,” but it will bear contemplation. Chopin disdained program music, and his feelings are well illustrated by his reaction to Robert Schumann’s celebrated review of his “Là ci darem” Variations (“An opus 2”), which even as it propelled him to fame provoked him to mirth.8 Schumann thought he had identified in this music the dramatis personae of Don Giovanni, the opera from which the theme is drawn, with the Don making amorous advances to a coquettish Zerlina in the first variation, while in the second, “two lovers chase each other about, laughing all the while.” The slow variation in B-flat minor was for Schumann a seduction scene. All this would have come as a surprise to Chopin, who had no such images in mind, but there was a sequel to the matter that is worth reporting here because it allows us to clear up a small mystery that lingers in the literature. Not long after Schumann’s article appeared, Chopin wrote to his friend Tytus Woyciechowski, the dedicatee of the work, that he had received a review of the Variations that had sent him into peals of laughter.

         
            A few days ago I received a ten-page review from a German in Cassel who is full of enthusiasm for them. After a long-winded preface he proceeds to analyze them bar by bar, explaining that they are not ordinary variations, but a fantastic tableau. Speaking of the second variation he says that Don Giovanni runs around with Leporello; in the third he kisses Zerlina while Masetto’s rage is pictured in the left hand—and in the fifth bar of the Adagio he declares that Don Giovanni kisses Zerlina on the D-flat. [Count Ludwik] Plater asked me yesterday where her D-flat was to be found? I could die of laughing at this German’s imagination.9

         

         It used to be thought that this “analysis” also came from Schumann’s pen, because it is written in a similar vein to the one that he published. We now know that the “German in Cassel” was Friedrich Wieck, Schumann’s future father-in-law, who happened to be passing through the city in the company of his prodigy daughter, Clara, basking in the reflected glory of her first tour as a concert pianist. Wieck himself sent the review to Chopin, having been swept off his feet by the Variations, which were now in Clara’s repertoire. Later he would outrageously suggest that it was his daughter who had made them famous by including them in her concerts.10 As for the scatological joke about kissing Zerlina “on the D-flat,” which continues to make the rounds in the literature, it remains only to note Chopin’s derision when faced with writing of this kind, and his lifelong resistance to it. 

         VI

         Chopin’s reputation as a concert pianist presents us with a paradox. It rested on fewer than twenty public concerts across his lifetime, in which with one or two exceptions he played only his own music. In earlier years he performed before large audiences in Warsaw, Vienna, Munich, and Paris; later on he played in Edinburgh, Manchester, and Glasgow. He faced his largest audience in Manchester during the closing months of his life, where twelve hundred people heard him play. Yet he was a reluctant virtuoso. He once admitted to Liszt, “I am not fitted to give concerts, the public frightens me; I feel suffocated by its panting breath, paralyzed by its curious glance, mute before those unknown faces.”11

         His sound was small and it often failed to carry in large halls. It would be a mistake, however, to suppose that this was the result of his weakened physical condition. Chopin despised the hard-hitting virtuosi of his time, and often likened their forced, rough sounds to those of a dog’s mindless barking. His natural inclination was for infinite gradations of sound, and myriad colors. Heine called him “the Raphael of the piano,” a happy phrase on which it is hard to improve. And it was on the silvery-toned Pleyel piano that he found his painter’s palette waiting for him, with all the colors of the rainbow at his disposal. Once he had discovered this instrument he never abandoned it. It was in the salons of the aristocracy in Warsaw and Paris that Chopin came into his own, playing before a select audience of familiar faces, gathered around the keyboard in a charmed circle of admirers. Looking back on those times, Liszt described such assemblies, with a touch of mock solemnity, as “the Church of Chopin” and the audience as worshippers. These were nonetheless occasions to treasure and seasoned musicians such as Charles Hallé, Ferdinand Hiller, and Felix Mendelssohn went away enraptured by what they heard. But not everyone succumbed. After leaving a Chopin concert, Sigismond Thalberg, it was said, shouted all the way home because he needed some noise. He had heard nothing but piano all evening, he complained, “and now, for the sake of contrast, I want a little forte.”12 The critic of Le Courrier français put it well when he informed his readers, “The charms of [Chopin’s] playing are simply microscopic. His talent is always best assessed by those seated next to the piano.”13 

         VII

         Chopin’s indifference to the music of his contemporaries has often drawn comment. The music of Schumann and Mendelssohn might as well never have existed, for it left him cold. The music of Berlioz bewildered him. As for the music of Liszt, he came close to despising it, although he was always ready to acknowledge Liszt’s sovereign position as a pianist. Beethoven he respected, but he never proffered the master that adulation so readily bestowed on him by practically every other musician of the nineteenth century. He is known to have played Beethoven’s “Funeral March” Sonata, op. 26, and he taught one or two of the other sonatas to his pupils when they requested it. But his admission that he regarded the E-flat major Sonata, op. 31, no. 3, as “very vulgar” until he heard Hallé play it in Paris in the 1830s, speaks volumes.14 When he received an invitation to attend the unveiling of a statue to Beethoven in Bonn, in 1845, marking the seventy-fifth anniversary of the composer’s birth (an event attended by hundreds of his fellow musicians), his only comment was “You can guess how likely I am to go!”15 The two composers Chopin admired above all others were Bach and Mozart—although we must question just how much Bach he knew. The monumental edition of Bach’s music, published by Breitkopf and Härtel, was not begun until after Chopin’s death, and he probably never heard the cantatas and masses of the Protestant master in what was an overwhelmingly Catholic Poland. The one work of Bach with which we know Chopin to have been intimately acquainted was the 48 Preludes and Fugues—many of which he mastered during his youth and could still play from memory in later life. For that we must thank the encouragement he received, first from his only piano teacher, Wojciech Żywny, and later from his only composition teacher, Józef Elsner. Mozart was a different matter. Chopin was familiar with the piano sonatas and some of the chamber music (especially the E major Piano Trio, K. 542, which he played in public), and his love of the operas was unconditional. Perhaps his favorite Mozart opera was Don Giovanni, which he had known since his youth. But he adored as well the Requiem, which he is known to have heard twice in Paris, including the performance arranged for the reburial of Emperor Napoléon, in 1840. It appears to have been this latter performance that generated a desire within him to have the work played at his own funeral, a wish that was carried out by his friends, though not without difficulty. 

         What of Chopin’s influence on the future? By common consent it has been enormous. Scriabin, Debussy, and Prokofiev all proclaimed a debt to him. Scriabin’s famous Study in D-sharp minor, op. 8, would be unthinkable without Chopin’s “Revolutionary” Study hovering in the inspired background. As for Debussy, the formal inscription on the title page of his Twelve Studies (“to the Memory of Frédéric Chopin”) cannot veil their intimate attachment to the Polish composer’s keyboard textures, which are audible on every page of this music. Prokofiev confessed that the Scherzo of his Third Symphony (“The Fiery Angel”) was directly inspired by the Finale of the B-flat minor Piano Sonata. The barcarolles, nocturnes, and ballade of Gabriel Fauré could never have been written without Chopin’s pioneering example before him. We know, too, that Ravel’s admiration for Chopin was unbounded, as his centenary essay eulogizing the composer bears witness.16 Nor should we forget to mourn those countless composers whose creative drive was so overwhelmed by Chopin’s powerful personality that they ended up producing compositions cloned in the master’s image. They are well represented by Felix Blumenfeld (the teacher of Heinrich Neuhaus and Vladimir Horowitz), whose music, which has its devoted followers, earned for him the title of “the Russian Chopin.” 

         VIII

         The difficulty of writing about Chopin’s music has often been remarked. Arthur Rubinstein spoke for many when he said that when one hears Chopin’s music it is like coming home—a phrase that seems to render further discussion pointless. The body of literature that has nonetheless emerged falls into two quite different categories, each one claiming to have roots in the “homeland” while moving in the opposite direction to the other. The school of perfumed poetry has had a long run and has attracted the pens of some notable writers, not all of them musicians. But however refined the poetry, it is generally autobiographical in nature, amounting to little more than a verbal response to the music’s emotional “halo”—the main point of attraction in the first place. As for the school of “deep analysis,” which has lately come to the fore in Chopin studies, but which was begun almost a century ago by Hugo Leichtentritt,17 it is now so heavily burdened with specially minted terminology, aided by spreadsheets and graphs of uncommon complexity, that contact with the music it purports to describe cannot always be maintained. For the rest, any attempt to reveal the genius of Chopin’s music by deconstructing it is bound to fail. One might as well try to understand the nature of time by dismantling a clock.

         Given its immense diversity, even a casual review of the field raises concerns for the biographer: How best to structure a life of Chopin so that its narrative reflects the rich complexity of the subject, yet speaks effectively to the general reader? We draw much consolation from Somerset Maugham’s droll observation, “There are three rules for writing biography, and nobody knows what they are.” In electing to write a “Life and Times,” I have admittedly fallen back on an old formula, one that is not without its problems. But since the times are generally absent from the story of Chopin’s life, the void was there, waiting to be filled. The political, military, and social turmoil against which Chopin lived out his daily existence, both in Poland and in France, did not leave him untouched. He lived through two revolutions—the first one in Poland in 1830–31, which he witnessed from foreign soil, and the second one in France in 1848, which he experienced at first hand. There were times when the battlefields of Europe were littered with the dead and dying, and the news was of nothing but carnage on an industrial scale. Then there were the upheavals brought about by the cholera epidemics that killed thousands of people and forced the ones who survived to flee European cities, including Paris, in large numbers. By any standards, these were cataclysmic events that are given short shrift in the many sanitized versions of Chopin’s life to have come down to us. 

         One thing is beyond dispute and it is all that the biographer requires to keep his pen moving: Chopin’s music everywhere keeps an interest in his life alive. Captivated by the boundless attractions of his ballades, scherzos, nocturnes, polonaises, and mazurkas—the entire cornucopia of his music, in fact—we are drawn to consider the time-honored questions that follow in its wake. What kind of person wrote it? When and where did he live, and with whom? What were the conditions that aroused the creative process from its slumbers, and what induced it to fall asleep again? It is in the clamor for answers that the biographer takes possession of his field. And in the case of Chopin it may lead to a fruitful discovery. Chopin’s compositions are woven so closely into the fabric of his personality that the one becomes a seamless extension of the other. Without the music, the hollowed-out character that remained would contain little to interest us. In the pages that follow we have therefore allowed the life itself to usher in the music for review, although there are bound to be those for whom this principle of selection leaves something to be desired.
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            CHOPIN’S FAMILY BACKGROUND

         

         
            The Child is father of the Man.

                    —William Wordsworth1

         

         I

         In 1787 a sixteen-year-old youth named Nicolas Chopin left his native France and journeyed a thousand miles across Europe—to Poland. Until modern times it was impossible to speculate about his reasons. The youth broke completely with his past and in later life he kept from his children all knowledge of their humble French relations. Nicolas Chopin embraced Poland as if it were his native land. He generated a powerful sense of patriotism that was to become the single most unifying influence in the life of his closely knit family. We now know that Nicolas was born in the village of Marainville, in the province of Lorraine, on April 15, 1771. This information and the attendant details of his lowly origins might never have come to light had it not been for the fact that he was forced to declare them when he retired as a professor of French at the School of Artillery and Military Engineering in Warsaw, the only way he could qualify for a pension. On this application he stated not only that he was born in Marainville, but also that his father was François Chopin (1738–1814) and his mother was Marguerite Deflin (1736–94). The file was buried in Russian archives, Warsaw at that time being under Russian rule, and was only brought to light in 1925.2 It was then but a short step to consult the register of births and deaths in Marainville to complete the rest of the story. We learn that Nicolas’s father was a wheelwright by trade, whose marriage had produced two other children—Anne (1769–1845) and Marguerite (1775–1845). They were Fryderyk Chopin’s aunts. It is one of the abiding puzzles of Chopin’s family background that even as he enjoyed his greatest fame in Paris, these two elderly ladies lived less than three hundred kilometers away, unaware of their famous nephew, and he of them. After his retirement François Chopin abandoned his trade of wheelwright and became a vintner. By an odd coincidence Nicolas Chopin, at the moment of his own retirement, also took up the cultivation of grapes, in the somewhat more hostile climate of Poland, and proudly informed his famous son of the success he was having with his new pastime. 

         Marainville, where Nicolas was brought up, possessed strong Polish ties. Ever since Louis XV had conferred the title of Duke of Lorraine and Bar on his son-in-law, the deposed Polish king Stanislaw Leszczyński, in 1737, large numbers of exiled Polish aristocrats and their families had gravitated to the province. The Polish population of Lorraine grew even further after the First Partition of Poland in 1772 by the country’s traditional enemies, Russia, Prussia, and Austria. Soon the province possessed a thriving community of Polish émigrés, where the language and customs of the mother country were everywhere to be found. In 1780 the château of Marainville was purchased by a Polish nobleman, Count Michał Jan Pac. It was here that the ten-year-old Nicolas caught the attention of the count’s estate manager, a Pole named Adam Weydlich, whose sophisticated Paris-born wife, Françoise, took the boy under her wing, developed his social skills, and arranged for him to take lessons on the flute and violin—instruments on which he remained modestly proficient. He also discovered the works of Voltaire, whose writings he liked to quote in later life. It was a relatively privileged existence for Nicolas. By nature he was industrious, loyal, and thrifty, characteristics he exhibited all his life, and it is possible that by his mid-teens he had already acquired a sound knowledge of the Polish language, which he heard spoken all around him. With the death of Count Pac in 1787, the château and its surrounding lands were sold off to pay the count’s debts, and the Weydlichs, perhaps fearing the social upheavals of the approaching French Revolution, went back to Warsaw, taking young Nicolas with them. The youth lived for a time in the home of Weydlich’s brother Franciszek, a teacher of German and Latin at Warsaw’s so-called Knights’ School for military cadets. It used to be thought that during these early years in Warsaw, Nicolas worked as an accountant in a tobacco factory formerly owned by Count Pac, a job for which his knowledge of bookkeeping and business transactions would certainly have fitted him—Weydlich had often entrusted him with matters concerning the Pac estate. But that idea has recently been jettisoned in favor of one that is better documented. On February 22, 1788, the Weydlichs announced in the Warsaw Gazette that they planned to open a boarding school for girls, promising proficiency in French. We detect the hand of Mme Françoise Weydlich in this enterprise, who saw in the seventeen-year-old Nicolas a potential language instructor whose fluent French was his (and their) greatest asset. His first two pupils were the children of Adam Weydlich—Henryka and Michał. We must also mention another pupil, ten-year-old Jan Dekert, who came along shortly afterward and with whose family Nicolas forged bonds of friendship. Dekert became a priest, and as Bishop Jan Dekert he delivered a moving funeral oration over the coffin of his old mentor, in May 1844, from which some important details of Nicolas’s early years in Poland may be gleaned.3 

         What sort of city would have greeted Nicolas Chopin as he alighted from the stagecoach in that unsettled autumn of 1787? The English travel writer William Coxe left a graphic description of Warsaw at this time. It was populated by Ukrainians, Lithuanians, Russians, Jews, and of course Poles. Coxe marveled at “the prodigious number of foreigners” in a city of no more than seventy thousand inhabitants. This volatile mixture of solitudes has been memorably described as “a melting-pot that never melted”—always simmering and ready to boil over at the slightest provocation. And there were provocations aplenty at this moment in Warsaw’s turbulent history. Coxe wrote: 

         
            The whole town has a melancholy appearance, exhibiting that strong contrast of wealth and poverty, luxury and distress, which pervade every part of this unhappy country. The streets are spacious, but ill-paved; the churches and public buildings are large and magnificent; the palaces of the nobility are numerous and splendid; but the greatest part of the houses, particularly in the suburbs, are mean and ill-constructed wooden hovels.4

         

         Nicolas was far from home and he gave serious thought to returning to France; but he himself tells us that he fell ill and twice delayed the decision. And so he stayed, lived with the Weydlichs, and taught French at their school for the next four years. It was a time of growing political unrest in Poland, and it coincided with the opening of the Great Sejm (or Parliament), which promised fundamental freedoms for the Poles, enshrined in the celebrated Constitution of May 3, 1791, a document that was modeled in part on the American Constitution of 1788. Caught up in the rising tide of nationalism that was sweeping the country, Nicolas adopted the Polish form of his name, Mikołaj, which he never abandoned, and which we therefore propose to use throughout our narrative. His decision to remain in Poland rested on a practical consideration: he might have faced military conscription in Napoléon’s army had he returned to Lorraine. In a solitary surviving letter to his parents Nicolas/Mikołaj told them, “I would regret leaving here, only to become a soldier, even in my own country.”5 When he penned these lines, he had no idea that within three years he would join Warsaw’s civilian militia, be placed in charge of his own detachment of men, and fight alongside soldiers in the Polish army.

         In 1793, Russia, under Catherine the Great, invaded Poland in an attempt to quell the threat of a growing movement for national independence, and together with her Prussian ally partitioned the country for a second time, virtually tearing Poland’s new constitution to shreds. The Poles rose up against their oppressors and won some impressive victories on the battlefield under the banner of the Polish national hero General Tadeusz Kościuszko. During the crucial Battle of Maciejowice (October 10, 1794), Kościuszko was wounded and taken prisoner.6 The Poles fought a series of rearguard actions and fell back on the Warsaw suburb of Praga, on the right bank of the Vistula, where they took up defensive positions. On November 3, a Russian army of seventeen thousand soldiers under the command of General Alexander Suvorov reached the outskirts of Praga and began a fierce artillery barrage. This led the Poles to think that Suvorov planned a long siege, but under cover of darkness the Russians took the Polish defenders by surprise. The Battle of Praga began at three o’clock the following morning, November 4. Just before Russian troops overran the area, Mikołaj Chopin and the detachment of men under his command were ordered to take up a fresh position elsewhere in the city, which is how he survived the massacre that followed. In defiance of orders given by General Suvorov to his troops, the Russians went on a rampage, looting, burning, and raping as they went along, and by the time that Praga fell, upwards of twenty thousand men, women, and children had been slaughtered. This was carnage on an unprecedented scale, carried out against a civilian population, and it became seared in the memory of the nation. As General Suvorov was later to write, “The whole of Praga was strewn with dead bodies, blood was flowing in streams.”7 He reported his victory to the Russian empress, Catherine the Great, with three words: “Hurrah—Praga—Suvorov.” Catherine replied with equal brevity: “Bravo Field Marshal, Catherine.” His promotion to the rank of Field Marshal as a reward for what history recognizes as the “Massacre of Praga” stained his reputation and that of the Russian army he commanded. With Poland now surrounded on three sides by Russia, Prussia, and Austria (a late arrival at the banquet table, gorging on the spoils of war), the uprising was doomed. The country was partitioned in 1795 for the third time, and sovereign Poland disappeared from the map. It was not restored until the Treaty of Versailles, in 1919. Napoléon made a small territorial adjustment in 1807 when he created the Duchy of Warsaw, into which Fryderyk Chopin was born. And after Napoléon’s defeat the so-called Congress Kingdom was created by the victorious powers at the Congress of Vienna in 1815; but it was little more than a vassal state that lacked sovereignty, and it fell entirely under Russian dominion when Tsar Alexander I had himself crowned King of Poland a few years later. It is difficult to improve on the despairing but entirely appropriate description attached to the Poland of those times by one of its leading historians, Norman Davies, who dubbed it “God’s Playground.” 

         

         II

         The catastrophic history of Poland, with its hundreds of thousands of dead, was an open wound that soaked the fabric of the nation with its blood. It is impossible to write a life of Chopin without taking these turbulent times into account, because throughout his childhood and adolescence there were countless families known to the young composer whose lives had been devastated by the conflicts that marked Poland’s constant struggle for sovereignty. The soldiers who joined Napoléon’s Polish Legion, and fought with his Grande Armée against Russia in 1812, were the stuff of legend while Chopin was growing up. A total of 98,000 of them fought with the French when Napoléon attacked and took Moscow. The Polish lancers of the Vistula region were the first troops to enter the city, and when he was forced to withdraw they protected Napoléon’s flanks. Of the original 98,000 members of the Polish Legion, only 26,000 returned home.8 For a generation or more these old campaigners—survivors of the battles of Maciejowice, Ostroleka, and Borodino—could be seen walking the streets of Warsaw, with missing limbs, and saber-scarred hands and faces, a daily reminder of the sufferings endured by the population at large. Like other Polish children of his generation, the young Chopin was utterly familiar with such sights. The most famous of these veterans was General Józef Sowiński, who lost a leg during the Napoléonic campaign of 1812, and now walked with the help of a prosthesis. This national hero was affectionately referred to as “the soldier with the wooden leg.” He played a prominent role in the Polish Uprising of 1831, and was killed during the defense of Warsaw in September of that year. Chopin mourned his loss in his “Stuttgart Diary,” referring to Sowiński as “that fine patriot.” 

         After the Third Partition in 1795, and all the uncertainties that came in its wake, Mikołaj was thrown back on his own resources. Since the Weydlichs had closed their school he had led a peripatetic existence, earning a living as a French tutor to the children of several wealthy Polish families in Warsaw, before moving to the region of Kalisz in 1797. There his reputation as a reliable and trustworthy teacher flourished. The following year he moved to the village of Szafarnia, in the province of Mazovia, where he became the resident tutor of the wealthy Dziewanowski family, owners of the large estate there, forming lifelong bonds of friendship with them. (Many years later Fryderyk Chopin spent his summer holidays at Szafarnia in the company of his father.) Mikołaj then moved to the estate of Czerniewo as tutor to the young children of the wealthy Łączyński family, one of whose daughters was to find a place in history as the future Marie Walewska, the mistress of Napoléon and the mother of his son Alexandre Walewski. This early period of Mikołaj’s career came to a close in 1802 when he gained a new position as tutor to the five children of Countess Ludwika Skarbek at her estate at Żelazowa Wola, which lay about sixty kilometers west of Warsaw.

         III

         In light of the central role that she and her children were to play in the lives of the Chopin family, a few words about Countess Ludwika Skarbek (1765–1827) are in order. She was the daughter of Jakub Fenger, one of the richest bankers in Toruń, the city where she was born. The family’s wealth brought her an offer of marriage from Count Kacper Skarbek, who emerges from the literature as a ne’er-do-well and a fortune hunter, someone who introduced much misery into Ludwika’s life. Kacper arrived on the scene with a checkered past and a mountain of debt. After abducting a young girl, Justyna Dąmbska, from her family home and marrying her when he was barely eighteen years old, he abandoned her a few years later, leaving her with three young children and a line of creditors knocking at the door. The marriage was annulled around 1789.9 Kacper was not wrong to see in Ludwika his possible salvation. On the day of the nuptials, in 1791, Kacper’s new father-in-law, Jakub Fenger, paid off his debts, settled a large dowry on the bride, and bought the pair the estate of Modzerowo in western Poland as a wedding gift. For Kacper it was déjà vu all over again. He proceeded to sire five children with Ludwika, squander a second fortune through what was described as his “lordly and riotous” lifestyle, and then flee from his creditors, seeking sanctuary abroad and settling in the Grand Duchy of Poznań, where his pursuers had no leverage over him.10 The long-suffering Ludwika filed for a Protestant divorce (she was brought up as a Lutheran), which was granted in 1806. She was forty-one years old. Showing commendable resourcefulness, as well as something of her father’s business acumen, she began purchasing after the latter’s death in 1798 several properties in her own name, including the estate at Żelazowa Wola in 1799, in order to protect herself from Kacper’s creditors.

         All Ludwika’s children were under ten years of age when they arrived at their new home in Żelazowa Wola: Fryderyk Florian (1792–1866), Anna Emilia (1793–1873), Anastazy-Teodor (1795–1812), Michał (1796–1834), and Kazimierz (c. 1800–1805). They quickly fell under the spell of their newly arrived French tutor, Mikołaj Chopin, the slender, self-assured gentleman with black hair and dark eyes who liked to quote Voltaire. He gained their affection with his quiet authority and his ability to arouse their curiosity in the world around them. After their lessons, conducted in both Polish and French, Mikołaj would sometimes take his pupils out of doors, where they would sit under the tall chestnut trees near the manor house, and regale them with stories about their country’s history. Sometimes they would wander along the banks of the Utrata River, which ran through the estate, and explore the local geography, taking notes on ornithology and botany. A pause at the old water mill might lead to a spontaneous discussion on the magic of hydraulics, and how the power of water properly harnessed could transform the economy of an estate. 

         No topic was too abstruse for a question-and-answer session between the children and their young tutor. Mikołaj came to be regarded as a member of the family; he joined the countess and her fledglings for meals, and became a beloved authority figure. He treated his young charges not as children but as small adults, and for that they gave him their boundless respect. Mikołaj formed a special bond with Fryderyk Skarbek, Ludwika’s eldest son, whose intellect he helped to shape, and who became not only a man of letters and a professor of economics at Warsaw University, but also Fryderyk Chopin’s godfather.

         Countess Ludwika liked to invite her Warsaw friends to visit Żelazowa Wola and join her for weekend house parties. Concerts were a regular feature of family life, as they were at most of the great Polish estates, and when the week’s work was done friends and neighbors would gather in the drawing room of the manor house to enjoy whatever entertainment had been arranged. It may have been in response to one such invitation, in 1805, that Dr. Samuel Bogumił Linde, the rector of the recently established Warsaw Lyceum, turned up at Żelazowa Wola, where he formed a friendship with Mikołaj Chopin and took an interest in the latter’s teenage pupil Fryderyk Skarbek. Years earlier Countess Ludwika had been Linde’s pupil in Toruń and it was natural that she now wanted the education of her eldest son to be placed in the care of her former tutor. Within a few months, and with a bit of extra coaching from Mikołaj, young Skarbek passed the entrance examinations and became one of the first students at the Lyceum. Many years later, when he looked back on these halcyon days at Żelazowa Wola, Fryderyk Skarbek wrote a fine tribute to his old mentor, whose personality he enshrined in his memoirs.

         
            Mikołaj Chopin, this tutor under whose care I lived in a strange house, became my teacher, and after having spent several years with me and my brothers, was then appointed French master at the Warsaw Lyceum, where he taught until his old age, when he became eligible for a pension. He was neither an emigrant nor a spoiled priest, as were at that time most French tutors, who directed the trend of education of our young people into paths so uncharacteristic of the Polish nation. Chopin came to Poland before the French Revolution, as a clerk or accountant in a tobacco factory, established in Warsaw by one of his countrymen.11 He was not imbued either with the principles of exaggerated Republican liberty, or with the affected bigotry of the French emigrants; nor was he a Royalist infused with an idolatrous respect for the throne and the altar, but a moral, honest man who, devoting himself to the upbringing of young Poles, never attempted to turn them into Frenchmen or to inculcate in them the principles then reigning in France. With respect for the Poles, and with gratitude towards the people in whose land he had found a hospitable reception and a suitable way of earning his living, he sincerely repaid his debt of gratitude by the conscientious upbringing of their offspring to be useful citizens. By his sojourn of many years in our country, through his amicable relations with Polish homes, but chiefly through his marriage to a Polish lady, and hence through the bonds of matrimony … he became a Pole indeed … Under this revered teacher, who was until his death the best friend of myself and of all my family, I received my first inclination towards learning, which at the time when I first went to school, rested more on a general development of mental power than on any training in particular subjects.12

         

         The death of Ludwika’s five-year-old son Kazimierz in 1805, following so hard on the heels of her abandonment by Kacper Skarbek, provided her with an incentive to find someone to help her stabilize the household. When she heard that Jakub Krzyżanowski, a longtime administrator of one her estates, had died and left his daughter Justyna in impoverished circumstances, Ludwika offered the young woman shelter and brought her to Żelazowa Wola as a housekeeper, where she met Mikołaj Chopin. Justyna Krzyżanowska was twenty-four years old and since she had no estate was probably considered (by the standards of the time) unmarriageable. Ludwika played the role of matchmaker and Justyna and Mikołaj, who was already thirty-five and regarded as a confirmed bachelor, were married within a year of their first meeting. 

         IV

         Tekla Justyna Krzyżanowska, Chopin’s mother, occupied a special place within Ludwika’s family circle, where she was treated as an equal. It led to an unfounded assumption that the two families may have been related. Despite assiduous research by Polish scholars no such connection has ever been traced. Contrary to widespread assertions, Justyna’s family had no blood ties with the Skarbeks.13 It remains only to add that all the old virtues were present in Justyna’s character. She was an excellent housekeeper, careful with money, and endowed with a kind and loving disposition. Contemporary observers describe her as having typical Polish features with flaxen hair and sapphire-blue eyes—which the only known portrait of her, painted when she was forty-seven years old, does nothing to contradict. She was musical, sang beautifully, and may have played the piano well enough to accompany Mikołaj on his flute. Her singing voice would have been among the first sounds that the infant Chopin heard. One of her favorite songs was the Polish melody “Już miesiąc zeszedł” (“The Moon Has Risen”), which Chopin later incorporated into his youthful “Fantasy on Polish Airs,” op. 13.
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         Justyna was a devout Roman Catholic and a regular churchgoer, which provided the moral compass for her daily life, and incidentally for that of her children. She often took Chopin with her to the Catholic service in the Carmelite church on Krakowskie Przedmieście, where she had him kneel in front of her pew and read from his prayer book, “humble and repentant.”14 Chopin adored her. Many years later George Sand observed that Justyna was the only woman whom Chopin had ever truly loved. On his deathbed he is said to have cried out for her just hours before he died. 

         The marriage of Mikołaj and Justyna took place on June 28, 1806,15 in the Roman Catholic Church of St. Roch and John the Baptist in the village of Brochów, the parish church of Żelazowa Wola. An entry in the church register runs:

         
            I, Ignatius Maryański, Curate of the Church, having called the banns on three Sundays in the presence of the congregation at divine service and having found no canonical impediment to the marriage between Mikołaj Chopin, gentleman, tutor at Żelazowa Wola, bachelor, and Justyna Krzyżanowska, spinster, have blessed and confirmed the contract legally according to the rites of the Church in the presence of Franciszek Grembecki, gentleman, and Karol Henke, gentleman.

         

         After the wedding Mikołaj and Justyna moved into a modest tenement on the Skarbek estate that Ludwika made available for them. It resembled a bungalow with whitewashed walls shaded by trees, and lay not far from the manor house, where Justyna continued to supervise the running of the household and Mikołaj tutored the Skarbek children. It was in this simple dwelling that Chopin was born on March 1, 1810, at six o’clock in the evening. The place has meanwhile become a national shrine even though the infant spent only the first seven months of his life there.

         Chopin was baptized in the Church of St. Roch in Brochów, where his parents had been married four years earlier. Owing to an inexplicable error, the curate registered the birth as “February 22.” All his life, however, Chopin and his family insisted that March 1 was his birthday, and they celebrated it accordingly. His correspondence furnishes us with ample proof of that fact.16 The baptism certificate reads:
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               Chopin’s birthplace at Żelazowa Wola; a photograph (c. 1932). The obelisk in the foreground is a monument to Chopin’s memory, unveiled in the presence of the Russian composer Mily Balakirev in 1894.

            

         

         
            23 April, 1810. I, the aforesaid [Józef Morawski, curate of Brochów], have performed the ceremony of baptism over the infant baptized with water [ex aqua] by the two names Fryderyk Franciszek, born on February 22 of Mikołaj Choppen [sic], Frenchman, and Justyna née Krzyżanowska, his legal spouse. The godparents: Franciszek Grembecki, gentleman, from the village of Ciepliny, and Countess Anna Skarbek, spinster, of Żelazowa Wola.

         

         The Latin words ex aqua draw attention. They refer to an earlier baptism carried out at home with ordinary water. Such “emergency baptisms” often took place where no priest was immediately available and the infant’s life might be in danger. Any Christian could fulfill this ritual and no declaration was required until the “fulfillment baptism” took place in church. In Chopin’s case, a comparison of his birth and baptismal certificates indicates a delay of several weeks, and carries the implication that his health was precarious from the start. Two of Countess Ludwika’s children were Chopin’s godparents, another indication of the closeness of the two families. Fryderyk Skarbek, after whom Chopin is named, was in Paris at the time of the ceremony, so Franciszek Grembecki acted as his proxy and it was from him that Chopin acquired his second name, Franciszek. Anna Skarbek, Chopin’s godmother, was Countess Skarbek’s seventeen-year-old daughter. The birth certificate, prepared on the same day, repeats the wrong date of birth.

         
            In the year 1810, on April 23, at 3:00 p.m. Before me, the parish priest of Brochów, acting registrar of Brochów in the district of Sochaczew in the Department of Warsaw, there appeared Mikołaj Chopyn [sic], the father, aged forty domiciled in Żelazowa Wola, who showed me a male child which was born in his house on February 22 of this year at 6:00 o’clock in the evening, declaring that it was the child of himself and of Justyna born Krzyżanowska, aged twenty-eight, his spouse, and that it was his wish to give the child two names, Fryderyk Franciszek. After making this declaration, and showing me the child in the presence of Józef Wyrzykowski, bailiff, aged thirty-eight, and Fryderyk Geszt, aged forty, both domiciled in the village of Żelazowa Wola. The father and both witnesses after reading the present birth certificate declared that they could write. We have signed this document:

            Fr. Jan Duchnowski,

            parish priest of Brochów, acting registrar.

            Mikołaj Chopin,

            the father.

         

         The signature of Mikołaj Chopin on a document bearing the wrong date of his son’s birth is a puzzle that remains unresolved. It has been suggested that Mikołaj may have signed the certificate before the details themselves were written down—an idea supported by the incongruous position of the signature. Mikołaj’s own name is misspelled twice, being rendered as “Chopyn” on the birth certificate and “Choppen” on the baptismal register, indicating some laxity on the part of the officiating clerics.17
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               Mikołaj and Justyna Chopin; a drawing by Ambroży Mieroszewski (c. 1829).

            

         

         V

         There were three other children of the marriage, all of whom were girls. Ludwika Marianna (1807–55), the eldest of the four Chopin children, was named after Countess Ludwika Skarbek, her godparent. She was born not in Żelazowa Wola but in Warsaw, where the Skarbeks and the Chopins had sought temporary refuge during the years 1807–1808, “on account of the incessant passing of troops and the consequent unrest in the country,” as Fryderyk Skarbek explained in his memoirs. She was the child who most closely resembled her father in manners and in the logical way she expressed her thoughts. Ludwika received her early education at a private school for girls run by Mme Bogumiła Wiłucka, on Warsaw’s Nowy Świat Street, and she became an excellent linguist with a cultivated taste for the arts, especially poetry and music. She translated the Life of Saint Veronika from Italian into Polish. Her book Józio’s Journey, a travelogue describing the Chopin family’s sojourn in Duszniki-Zdrój (Bad Reinerz), as seen through the eyes of Countess Skarbek’s grandchild, has become an indispensable source for the Chopin biographer. Ludwika was highly musical, played the piano, and also composed. Chopin was impressed with a mazurka that Ludwika wrote when she was just eighteen, which he described as “her non plus ultra, a mazurka to which Warsaw has not danced for a long time, and a non plus ultra of its kind.”18 It was toward Ludwika that he felt most closely drawn. During the last year of Chopin’s life she traveled to Paris to sit by his bedside, became his major caregiver, and was with him when he passed away. It was Ludwika who brought the composer’s heart back to Warsaw, where it was eventually placed in one of the pillars of the Church of the Holy Cross. 

         Ludwika was raised in the spirit of Polish patriotism. She was a “comrade” in the Polish Ladies Benevolent Society, one of whose directors was Katarzyna Sowińska (the wife of General Józef Sowiński, the defender of Warsaw during the uprising of 1830–31). The avowed purpose of the society was to dispense financial support to those who had been dispossessed by tsarist repression and were left with little more than the clothes on their backs. But the organization also had an unspoken agenda: namely, to keep the flame of passive resistance alive. Its premises were located on Warsaw’s imposing Krakowskie Przedmieście Street, where the thirteen-year-old Fryderyk Chopin is known to have taken part in several of the society’s fund-raising “soirées musicales.” Ludwika also frequented the salon of the Luszczewski family, where the capital’s literary elite used to meet, and from whose lively discussions politics would not have been excluded.  
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               Ludwika Chopin; an oil painting by Ambroży Mieroszewski (1829).

            

         

         Ludwika’s marriage to Dr. Józef Kalasanty Jędrzejewicz (1803–53), a professor of administrative law at Marymont’s Institute of Agriculture and Forestry in Warsaw, took place in November 1832, at the Church of St. Roch in Brochów, where her parents had been married and Chopin baptized. There were four children of the union, Henryk, Ludwika, Fryderyk, and Antoni. As the years rolled by, it became clear that the marriage was not a happy one. Kalasanty appears to have been as demanding in his domestic life as in his professional one. The very qualities that made him an effective lawyer eventually turned him into a poor companion for Ludwika, who worked hard to make the marriage work. Although the evidence is not abundant, it seems that Kalasanty found his connections to the famous Chopin family a difficult burden to bear. His problematic behavior during Chopin’s dying days, both toward his wife and his famous brother-in-law, of whom he appeared to be unreasonably jealous, is a wrenching story that is told on a later page.
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               Izabella Chopin; an oil painting by Ambroży Mieroszewski (1829).

            

         

         Justyna Izabella (1811–81), the third of the Chopin children, was also born in Warsaw after the family had taken up permanent residence there. She was the sister who bore the greatest physical resemblance to Chopin, a fact remarked on by Chopin himself in later years. Because she grew up under the shadow of her older, more famous siblings, less attention has been paid to her by Chopin scholars. We believe that she attended the same school for girls as her older sister; and she may also have received instruction from private tutors hired by Mikołaj Chopin to teach his boarders, one of whom was Antoni Barciński (1803–78), a teacher of mathematics and later an inspector of schools, whom Izabella married in 1834. There were no children of the marriage. Like her sister Ludwika, Izabella belonged to the Polish Ladies Benevolent Society, and she worked as well for the Orphans and Poor Children of the Warsaw Charitable Society—established to look after the human flotsam left in the wake of the failed November Uprising against Russia. Izabella showed an uncommon interest in literature, and in 1836 she published a two-volume work for artisans titled Mr. Wojciech, an Example of Work and Economy, co-written with Ludwika. As the longest-lived and healthiest of all the Chopin children, Izabella came into possession of a large collection of Chopiniana acquired from family members who had passed away, and in later life she became a major source of biographical information about her famous brother. It fell to Izabella, as the family’s sole survivor, to assume legal responsibility for Chopin’s estate. She worked tirelessly to promote her brother’s legacy, but always refused to benefit from it.

         Emilia (1812–27), the fourth and youngest sibling, was so weak at the time of her birth that it was thought she might not survive. Just over three weeks after she was born in Warsaw, the infant was hurriedly baptized at home with ordinary water, like her brother before her. Emilia rallied but never enjoyed robust health. It was not until June 14, 1815, more than two and a half years after her birth, that she was formally baptized at the Church of the Holy Cross, Warsaw. She died of tuberculosis when she was fourteen years old. Of all the Chopin children, Emilia appears to have shown the greatest precocity. From Kazimierz Wóycicki’s recollections of Emilia we learn that when she was only eleven years old she copied out the whole of Ignatius Humnicki’s tragedy Oedipus. Two years later we find her helping Ludwika to translate from German a long novel by the children’s author Christian Gotthilf Salzmann. Emilia consumed poetry and literature from an early age and wove her fantasies into short stories and plays. The stories generally took the form of morality tales, which showed the influence of the celebrated Polish children’s writer Klementyna Tańska, and on warm summer days she would venture into the garden, sit near the flowers, and, with the Vistula River gleaming in the background, read aloud to groups of children gathered around her. One of her favorite books was The Thousand and One Nights, but her readings were often interrupted by bouts of coughing and the young girl, overcome by fatigue, would have to be carried indoors until she had recovered. Her pale face, her “luminous but angelic eyes,” her flushed, high cheekbones, and her fragile demeanor already marked her for death. Together with Fryderyk she organized the make-believe Literary and Entertainment Society, with Fryderyk as president and herself as secretary. One of the plays was called The Mistake, or The Presumed Joker, a lighthearted farce written in rhyming verse, which she wrote with her brother and performed as a surprise for Mikołaj Chopin on his name day, December 6, 1824. Fryderyk played the unlikely part of a portly mayor, while Emilia took the role of his wraithlike daughter. The Chopin scholar André Clavier devoted an entire book to Emilia from which it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that he regarded her as a budding genius.19
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               Emilia Chopin; an anonymous watercolor on ivory.

            

         

         Nothing better illustrates the loving atmosphere that prevailed in the Chopin household than the signed greetings that the children regularly addressed to their parents in careful copperplate handwriting, often on special parchment with decorated borders, to mark birthdays and name days. One of the most touching was written by the six-year-old Chopin to honor his father’s name day.

         
            While the whole world gathers to celebrate your Name-day, my dear Papa, it also brings me joy to offer you my congratulations. May God grant that you never experience any unhappiness and may good fortune always be your portion. These are my most ardent wishes. 

            F. Chopin

            6 December 1816
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               “Dear Papa,” a name-day greeting to his father from the six-year-old Chopin, December 6, 1816.

            

         

         This tradition was maintained across the years, culminating in a birthday poem from all four children to their father, presented to him on April 17, 1826, to mark his fifty-fifth birthday.20 The original, in rhyming Polish, is given here in prose translation.

         
            Dear Father,

            Scarcely had the night flown, scarcely had the day dawned, when all your children were already fervently desiring to lay on your paternal knees the wishes with which their hearts are burning. But what, dear father, can we wish you once again today, if not what we repeat year after year? It is true that gratitude and knowledge increase with age, but love always remains the same through the centuries. Let us then omit these empty phrases, since all blessings come from God Almighty … 

            Emilia Chopin

            Izabella Chopin

            Fryderyk Chopin

            Ludwika Chopin

         

         On festive days there would invariably be a family concert, some poetry readings, or even a short play, giving the children a chance to exhibit their talents—a harvest of gratitude laid at the feet of the parents. Christmas and New Year celebrations were golden occasions, as in all Polish homes, when Justyna would prepare traditional dishes and the family would exchange presents and sing carols. Chopin would not have known the famous lines of Wordsworth, “Heaven lies about us in our infancy,” but he would surely have recognized the realm from which they came. For it was from that realm that he drew comfort in later years, when he was far from home and needed solace and spiritual refreshment.

         VI

         Not long after the birth of Chopin, in 1810, we find Dr. Samuel Linde once more in Żelazowa Wola, this time on a special mission. The instructor in French at the Warsaw Lyceum, Charles Mahé, had fallen ill and was unlikely to get better. The new school year was looming and Linde needed to find a replacement. He remembered the French tutor of the Skarbek children, the teacher of his star pupil Count Fryderyk Skarbek, who had never ceased to sing his mentor’s praises. Would Mikołaj be interested in accepting this position? At first there was some hesitation. Mikołaj was reluctant to uproot his young family from the relative security of Żelazowa Wola, especially since there was talk that the incumbent might recover. But when Linde assured him that the position was permanent and carried with it the promise of accommodation in the Saxon Palace, where the Lyceum itself was located, the lure of returning to Warsaw was too great to resist. Fifteen years had elapsed since Mikołaj had lived in the nation’s capital (aside from brief visits), and he missed it. He was moreover aware of the many advantages that Warsaw could offer his family. So Mikołaj and Justyna spent the summer moving their possessions into the heart of the city, and by September everything was in place.

         
            1. “Ode: Intimations of Immortality.”

            2. By the Polish scholar Stanisław Pereświet-Sołtan. His discovery was given wide currency by Édouard Ganche, the president of the Paris Chopin Society, who published some additional findings in La Pologne, January 15, 1927.

            3. The manuscript of Dekert’s eulogy is preserved in the Chopin Museum, Warsaw, under the call number M/393.

            4. CTP, vol. 1, p. 150.

            5. CFC, vol. 1, p. xlix. Letter dated September 15, 1790.

            6. He was incarcerated in the Peter and Paul Fortress at Saint Petersburg. Perhaps because he was a U.S. citizen (an honor accorded him because of his participation in the American War of Independence), and because he also enjoyed honorary French citizenship, he was not executed. He recovered from his wounds, and following the death of Catherine the Great was granted clemency by her son, Tsar Paul I. He returned to the United States, where he pursued a long friendship with Thomas Jefferson. Kościuszko continued to work for Polish causes, went to live in France, and was even approached by Napoléon for help in the planning of his forthcoming campaign against Russia. When Kościuszko died in 1817, his remains were transported to Kraków, and in 1819 he was given the funeral of a national hero and buried in Kraków Cathedral among the tombs of the Polish kings.

            7. MRCG, p. 446.

            8. Napoléon used to say that eight hundred Poles were the equivalent of eight thousand enemy soldiers, an observation based on his knowledge of their bravery on the field of battle. When he went into exile on the island of Elba, the only guards he took with him were the Polish lancers.

            9. From the memoirs of Fryderyk Skarbek (Kacper’s eldest son and Chopin’s godfather) we learn that this shotgun wedding was too much for the girl’s mother, who placed a curse on her daughter, uttering the fateful words, “May I be devoured by dogs if I set foot in my daughter’s home.” Truth is sometimes stranger than fiction, for that is what happened in circumstances that are beyond bizarre. About a year after the marriage the mother yielded to an invitation to visit the young couple for the Easter festivities. During the journey by sleigh across the frozen wastes of the surrounding countryside she fell ill, and by the time she arrived at the young couple’s house in Izbica she was dead. Her body was laid out in a frigid parlor where the Easter foods were also being preserved. In the middle of the night the dogs, attracted by the smell of the hams, jumped through an open window and gnawed out the dead woman’s cheeks. SPFS, p. 30. See also MCW, p. 22.

            10. SPFS, p. 8.

            11. Mikołaj Chopin lived in a house next to the tobacco factory, but as we learned on an earlier page he never worked there. The factory was both a workhouse and a jail, whose inmates “earned money from their labour.” MSFC, p. 160.

            12. KCOL, p. 6. See also SPFS, pp. 8–11 and 87–88.

            13. MSFC, p. 68.

            14. MSFC, p. 38.

            15. Correct. See MSFC, p. 166.

            16. We need look no further than Chopin’s letter of thanks on having been elected to membership in the Polish Literary Society in Paris in 1833, in which he declares that he was born on March 1, 1810 (pp. 235–36). And that is also the date that Chopin sent to F.-J. Fétis, who incorporated it into his entry on the composer in his ongoing Biographical Dictionary of Musicians (1836). If corroborating evidence from members of Chopin’s inner circle is required, it lies to hand. In a letter to his sister Ludwika, written after Chopin’s death and dated March 1, 1851, Jane Stirling referred to this day as Chopin’s birthday and made a pertinent observation: “He said to me one day, ‘My mother, that is to say, my family, the mistress of the house [George Sand] and you, know the day of my birthday and you remember it.’” GSFC, p. 127.

            17. It has been persuasively argued that these documents were entered into the church records several months after the ceremony they purport to describe, in an attempt perhaps to cover up the negligent bookkeeping at the Brochów church, which would make the actual year of Chopin’s birth 1809. The pros and cons of the matter are far from settled, but have been ably summarized by Mariola Wojtkiewicz in WZW, pp. 57–62.

            18. CFC, vol. 1, p. 44; KFC, vol. 1, p. 60.

            19. CEC.

            20. Mikołaj believed that he was born on April 17, 1770. His real date of birth was April 15.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHILDHOOD AND YOUTH IN WARSAW, 1810–1824

         

         
            May you have constantly in your mind nationality, nationality, and once more nationality.

            —Stefan Witwicki to Chopin1

         

         I

         On October 1, 1810, seven months after Chopin was born, Mikołaj took up his duties as assistant master of French at the Warsaw Lyceum. Since their rooms were not yet ready, the Chopin family lived for a time in Jan Böhm House in Krakowskie Przedmieście Street.2 That is where Izabella was born, on July 9, 1811. It was not until the summer of 1812 that the family was able to move into their own quarters in the Saxon Palace, where Emilia, Chopin’s youngest sister, was born on November 9. In order to supplement his meager income and support his growing family, Mikołaj opened a boarding school for boys, offering them board and lodging in rooms adjoining his apartment, while preparing them for a higher education within the Lyceum itself. The establishment was exceptionally well managed and its reputation flourished. Soon the parents of the best families in Poland were competing for a place there, despite the fact that the fee was high—4,000 złotys per year. This was more than the annual salary of many Polish families.3 For an exceptionally bright student the fee might be lowered if his parents could not afford the full amount. It was a great deal of money and accounts for the fact that the Chopin family in later years were able to afford the luxury of foreign trips to such places as Bad Reinerz in Silesia and Carlsbad in Bohemia. And Mikołaj had no difficulty in transferring large sums of money to Chopin after he had left Poland and settled abroad. He also made substantial loans to family friends such as Antoni Wodziński and Michał Skarbek—both of whom defaulted on their debts and the latter of whom still owed Mikołaj the large sum of nearly 23,000 złotys after committing suicide and failing to leave any provision for repayment in his will. By any reasonable measure, then, the Chopins were well-off. 

         Mikołaj was a devoted and conscientious teacher, and on June 1, 1814, he was promoted to the rank of full professor of French language and literature. He had in the meantime taken on the additional duties of lecturer in French at the Cadet School of Artillery and Engineering, a post he took up on January 1, 1812.

         The driving force behind the creation and running of the Lyceum was its Prussian-born rector, Dr. Samuel Bogumił Linde, who remained as the head of the institution for its entire existence, 1804–31. Linde was a distinguished lexicographer and the compiler of the first Polish national dictionary, in six volumes. He came from the city of Toruń, and after studying theology at the University of Leipzig he settled in Warsaw. Although Linde became thoroughly Polonized, he never quite managed to shake off his Prussian accent, to the occasional (but always private) amusement of his Polish students. The curriculum he imposed on the Lyceum was comprehensive and included not only the humanities—with their emphasis on foreign languages, history, and the classics—but also the sciences and their related disciplines of arithmetic, geometry, chemistry, and botany. In a speech that he gave at the end of the academic year, 1822, Linde stressed that the aim of the school was “to shape character and heart” and to foster the conviction that education was “the greatest good in one’s entire life,” because “the better the man, the better the citizen.” The students had to wear a military-style uniform, consisting of a light blue knee-length frockcoat that was belted around the waist and adorned with epaulettes, matching trousers displaying white piping down the sides, black shoes, and a tall peaked cap. They were easily identified as they walked around the city in their marionette uniforms. In due course Chopin, too, was to don this unlikely apparel. 

         In 1817 the Saxon Palace was requisitioned by Grand Duke Constantine, commander in chief of the Polish army, who wanted it for his general headquarters and the spacious Saxon Square as a parade ground for his troops. Consequently the Lyceum was moved to the Casimir Palace, by which time it had grown into an academic body of six hundred students. The Chopin family were given rooms in the residential quarters of the palace, located on the second floor of the right annex, and they brought their boarders with them. There were never fewer than six boys boarding with the family, and the roll call sometimes rose to ten. Among them were Eustachy Marylski, Piotr Dziewanowski, Dominik (“Domuś”) Dziewanowski, Julian Fontana, Jan (“Jasio”) Białobłocki, and Tytus Woyciechowski, most of whom remained fast friends of Chopin’s until death broke the link. Living in the same annex were professors from the Lyceum, together with faculty members and their families of the recently established University of Warsaw, which was located in an adjacent annex. An immediate neighbor of the Chopins was Professor Józef Skrodzki, whose son Eugeniusz (writing under the pen name “Wielisław”) would later chronicle these times in loving detail. Directly beneath the Skrodzkis, on the first floor, was the apartment of Rector Linde, who lived there with his wife, Ludwika, and their two daughters. On the ground floor lived Professor Juliusz Kolberg and his family. Kolberg taught cartography and topography in the university’s faculty of science, and his son Wilhelm (“Wiluś”) became one of Chopin’s intimate friends and the dedicatee of one of his early polonaises. Adjacent to the Kolbergs were the family of the poet Kazimierz Brodziński. Eugeniusz Skrodzki tells us that while living under the guidance of Mikołaj Chopin one was taught to be civilized, to be polite, and to develop good work habits: “The belief was that if one was not a good human being, whatever awards one possessed were worthless.”4 Fryderyk Skarbek echoed these sentiments in his memoirs, adding that those students who were privileged to board with the Chopins invariably did something with their lives and were forever grateful. 

         Mikołaj’s resources eventually stretched to the purchase of a Buchholtz grand piano, which remained Chopin’s favorite instrument while he lived in Poland. Its keyboard was the first recipient of all his youthful compositions—from the juvenile polonaises in G minor and B-flat major right up to the two piano concertos, in E minor and F minor respectively. The instrument was destroyed by Russian soldiers during the uprising of 1863.

         II

         Fryderyk’s piano playing had already begun to capture attention. He had a ready-made audience in the Casimir Palace, for Mikołaj and Justyna were never slow to invite their neighbors to private gatherings in which the child would show off his talents. According to tradition it was Justyna who started to give Chopin his first piano lessons when he was about four years old. The child is supposed to have broken into tears at the sound of the piano—as if he recognized his homeland—and we are told that he begged to be allowed to clamber onto the piano bench and sit next to his sister Ludwika during her lessons, in an attempt to gain access to the magic keyboard whose sounds so attracted him. It is one of those affecting legends that have become inseparable from his biography, one of a number of similar stories passed on by Chopin’s family members to a later generation. Whatever the case, Fryderyk soon outstripped Ludwika, and by the time he was six years old he seemed to know in advance whatever Justyna tried to show him. That is when the parents decided to bring in a professional teacher.

         Their choice fell on Wojciech (Adalbert) Żywny, a sixty-year-old musician from Bohemia, who had come to Poland years earlier as a violinist attached to the court of Prince Kazimierz Sapieha. With the collapse of Sapieha’s court, after the First Partition of Poland, Żywny had moved to Warsaw, but because he was unable to find enough violin students to supplement his living he began to teach the piano as well. By the time he crossed Chopin’s path he was a beloved music teacher, respected by many of the best families in Warsaw. Żywny already visited the Chopin household on a regular basis, because he also taught Ludwika and was employed by Mikołaj to teach music to the boarders as well.5 He was a passionate disciple of Bach, and insisted on giving his pupils a solid grounding in the music of the great polyphonist. Chopin was forever grateful to him for that, and Bach’s 48 Preludes and Fugues became his constant companions. Żywny himself was probably never more than a modest performer, either as a violinist or as a pianist, but he compensated for this by a true gift for teaching, and an ability to communicate his deep love of music to his young charges.

         Żywny was an eccentric personality, of whom many colorful stories are told. Perhaps the best character sketch to come down to us, and one that forms the basis for most of the others, was provided by Eugeniusz Skrodzki, who used to spot Żywny going in and out of the Chopins’ apartment.

         
            Żywny was one of those typical old-fashioned personalities of the past, whom one does not meet anymore today. His nose was of enormous proportions, colored purple since his early days, due to an excessive intake of snuff. Żywny was such an addict of snuff that his nose, chin, white tie, waistcoat, the lapels of his coat were covered with the powder. It covered even his Hungarian-style boots … and often fell on the keyboard of the piano. The hand of his pupil, boy or girl, when it was touched by Żywny smelled afterward abominably of cheap “Bernardine” tobacco. Apart from a huge snuffbox, holding half a pound of snuff, with a picture of Mozart or Haydn on its lid, Żywny carried with him a large square pencil, with which he made corrections on the page of music and not infrequently used it to rap the knuckles of his pupils …6

         

         Żywny must have cut an unusual figure as he walked along the cobbled streets of Warsaw in his badly cut clothes, his yellow wig sometimes drooping at half-mast. Some observers claim that his favorite dress color was green, and that not only his coat but his trousers, too, were of this brilliant hue. He also sported a formidable collection of colorful waistcoats, which rumor held to have been made from the auctioned-off pantaloons of the former king, Stanisław August, who had abdicated the throne after Poland’s last partition, in 1795. This sartorial ensemble was set off by a large and brightly colored handkerchief—the equivalent of a visual sforzando—which he would pull out with a rainbow flourish whenever his intake of snuff caused him to sneeze.7 
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               Wojciech Żywny; an oil painting by Ambroży Mieroszewski (1829).

            

         

         The Chopin children could easily have found in Żywny a rather frightening caricature. Instead they became completely attached to him and treated him like a member of the family. He often stayed for dinner after the lessons were over. These were occasions to treasure, especially on name days and birthdays, for which Justyna Chopin prepared some of her special dishes. Żywny liked to position himself next to the hostess and be the first to sample her culinary delights. The trouble was that he had lost most of his teeth, and the sight of him sampling meatballs and dumplings, to say nothing of Justyna’s special breads, provoked the children to uncontrollable bouts of mirth. 

         Żywny was the only formal piano teacher that Chopin ever had. Their lessons were abandoned after six years, when Chopin was twelve years old. Thereafter the boy was left to find his own way at the keyboard, and he did so with such an instinctive feeling for the instrument that by the time he was nineteen he was a fully formed virtuoso, and had already begun to compose the first of his Twelve Studies, op. 10, in order to give himself new technical problems to solve. Żywny’s great merit as a teacher is that he did not intervene, but allowed Chopin to develop in his own way. Żywny was also a composer, and while none of his compositions has survived, he brought a creator’s outlook to bear on his lessons. It enabled him to provide Chopin with insights into the way music was constructed, especially the compositions of Hummel, Mozart, Ries, and early-period Beethoven, whose works, while not without controversy, were just starting to circulate in Warsaw. Żywny also provided the boy with some useful historical and biographical background to whatever repertoire they were studying.

         III

         Throughout Chopin’s years of study with Żywny, the master encouraged the pupil to go on improvising at the piano and composing. The difference hardly existed for Chopin, because everything he composed began as an improvisation. He was never really able to compose away from the piano. By his seventh year he had produced a number of Polish dances and variations; these have not survived, but we know about them because they are mentioned in the Warsaw press. Chopin’s first published composition appeared in 1817, a Polonaise in G minor. It bears the dedication “à Son Excellence Mademoiselle la Comtesse Victoire Skarbek, par Frédéric Chopin, Musicien âgé de huit ans.” The elegant French inscription and the fair copy of the manuscript itself were probably written out by Żywny, who played a role in persuading the private publishing house of the Reverend Izydor Cybulski to lithograph and distribute the work. The dedicatee, Wiktoria Skarbek, was Countess Ludwika’s niece.8 The Polonaise and its young composer were greeted by the Warsaw press with paeans of praise.

         
            The composer of this Polish dance, a boy only eight years old, is the son of Mr. Mikołaj Chopin, master of French language and literature at the Warsaw Lyceum, and a real musical genius. Not only does he play the most difficult piano pieces with the greatest facility and the most extraordinarily good taste, but he is already the composer of some dances and variations, over which musical connoisseurs cannot cease to wonder, especially considering the tender years of the composer. If this boy had been born in Germany or France, he would surely have attracted attention in every country; may the present remark serve as a hint that geniuses spring up in our country also, but the lack of publicity conceals them from the community at large.9

         

         It is an exceptional composition for a child and can readily be compared with anything that Mozart was writing at a similar age. The stately character of Poland’s national dance is captured from the opening bars. And in bar five the keyboard suddenly opens up with a sweeping arpeggio, four and a half octaves in compass, making the full range of the piano’s sound vibrate beneath the fingers. The child here becomes father of the man. Observe as well the second half of the opening theme (five bars from the end), where the right hand boldly jumps over the left—a leap of three octaves—doubtless meant to capture the admiration of the boy’s viewers. This early polonaise shows the influence of Prince Michał Ogiński (1765–1833), the military hero who liked to compose music when he was not on the battlefield fighting the Russians alongside General Tadeusz Kościusko, and doing so with such ferocity that Catherine the Great put a price on his head. To all young Poles of Chopin’s generation, Ogiński was a national hero. He wrote at least twenty polonaises for piano, including the patriotic “Farewell to the Fatherland,” through which there runs a deep vein of melancholy that finds an echo in Chopin’s own music. The crossed-hands device, too, may be found in Ogiński’s polonaises. 
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               The first page of the Polonaise in G minor (1817); a lithograph by I. J. Cybulski.

            

         

         IV

         Chopin made his first public appearance as a pianist on February 24, 1818, when he was not quite eight years old. Żywny may have had a hand in arranging this concert, for he was anxious to bring his young prodigy to the attention of Warsaw’s nobility. The event was a charity concert, sponsored by Countess Zofia Zamoyska, a daughter of Prince Adam Czartoryski, and it was held in the Radziwiłł Palace, to which many of the most prominent families in Warsaw were invited. The countess had recently formed the Warsaw Charitable Society, whose aim was to raise and disperse funds for the thousands of Poles who had been maimed and displaced as a result of the Napoléonic wars.10 Its president that year was the poet and elder statesman Julian Ursyn Niemcewicz, one of the signatories to the Polish Constitution. The boy played a Concerto in E minor by Adalbert Gyrowetz, a fellow Bohemian of Żywny’s, and a composer of thirty operas, nineteen masses, and sixty symphonies—one or two of which were good enough to have been mistakenly attributed to Haydn. The Concerto, a brilliant if superficial piece, was exactly the right choice for this audience, proffering them instant virtuosity while demanding little concentration in return. It was dispatched by the young virtuoso with such aplomb that he became an instant “lion” among the aristocrats of Warsaw. Several other musicians took part, but it is Chopin whom history remembers. We are told that Justyna had dressed Fryderyk somewhat like an English boy of fashion, with short knickerbockers and a large white lace collar over a dark velvet jacket. When Fryderyk got home and Justyna asked him what the audience had admired most, he is supposed to have replied, “My collar, Mamma!”11 Before dismissing this well-worn anecdote as a branch of fiction, we should recognize that it chimes with everything we know about Chopin in later life. He was meticulous to the point of obsession about his personal grooming. His preconcert ritual often involved tailors, hairdressers, and personal valets, whose approval had to be met before he faced the scrutiny of an audience.

         After the success of his debut, the Warsaw press began to refer to Fryderyk as “a Polish Mozart” and many doors were opened for him. Among the aristocratic families who invited the young wunderkind into their salons were the Zamoyskis, Sapiehas, Czetwertyńskis, Radziwiłłs, Czartoryskis, Lubeckis, Wolickis, and Pruszaks, names that were among the most illustrious in Poland. Aleksandra Tańska attended one such event and wrote in her diary, “Mme Grabowska invited me to her soirée—a large gathering. In the course of the evening young Chopin played the piano—a child not yet eight years old, who, in the opinion of the connoisseurs of the art, promises to replace Mozart.”12 Chopin may not have “replaced Mozart,” but, rather like the Austrian prodigy with whom he was now being openly compared, it was in the stately homes of the nobility that his artistic personality was formed. All of the boy’s early concert experience was gained in the Warsaw salons, playing for Polish magnates and their aristocratic friends. With the Czetwertyński and Radziwiłł families Chopin was especially close. Princess Idalia Czetwertyńska had two sons—Kalikst and Borys—who later became schoolmates of Chopin’s at the Warsaw Lyceum. His connection to the Radziwiłłs was even closer, and his visits to their family estate at Antonin in later years have been widely chronicled. Chopin was only five years old when the Congress Kingdom was created in 1815, following the upheavals of the Napoléonic wars, and the new order brought with it the necessary stability for culture to flourish in the nation’s capital. For fifteen years the salons of the aristocracy were at the center of artistic life in Warsaw. Plays, poetry readings, art exhibitions, and chamber concerts all took place in these gilded residences, which in their way were as important to the cultural life of the capital as were the Polish National Theater and the Warsaw Conservatory, until everything was shut down after the failed uprising. This fifteen-year period coincided with Chopin’s development as a musician, and when he left his native land shortly before the uprising broke out, in November 1830, he was fully formed.13 

         We do not know if the boy suffered from stage fright, but it appears unlikely, for he seemed to enjoy the attention lavished on him. The point is worth raising because it stands in marked contrast to the agonies Chopin endured in later life whenever he was preparing to give public concerts. His dislike of playing before large audiences set in early, and we already detect it getting in the way of his first appearances in Vienna, in 1830. Later on, after Chopin had settled in France, George Sand made fun of his almost pathological reluctance to play in public. She described the mood of panic that once took possession of him after he had agreed to give a concert as “this Chopinesque nightmare.”14 None of this was evident in his childhood years. In the salons of the aristocracy, surrounded by a select and admiring audience able to appreciate the subtle nuances of his playing, he felt completely at ease. And this kind of intimate music making remained his preference for life. When he ventured onto the concert platform for what was to be his last concert in Paris (February 1848), Camille Pleyel had the stage of his three-hundred-seat concert hall bordered with flowers and covered with carpets, with chairs set out in a semicircle around the piano, reserved for the exclusive use of Chopin’s inner circle of friends—re-creating the atmosphere of a salon to make him feel more at home. 

         In October 1818, Tsarina Maria Feodorovna, the mother of Tsar Alexander I, visited Warsaw as part of a royal tour of the Congress Kingdom—a piece of political window dressing meant to draw Poland more closely into Russia’s embrace. Since the tour included an inspection of the fledgling University, the tsarina went across to the nearby Lyceum as well. The whole school turned out to greet her, and when she got to Mikołaj Chopin’s class he introduced her to Fryderyk, who, although not yet a pupil, had been smuggled in among the other boys for the occasion. Fryderyk presented the tsarina with manuscripts of two of his dances, a brush with royalty that was almost certainly stage-managed by his father and was reported in the Correspondents’ Gazette of October 6. Nothing more is known of these dances, which, like other juvenile compositions of Chopin, survived neither the passage of time nor, as in this particular case, the casual gaze of a monarch.

         Not long after his encounter with the tsarina, and possibly because of it, Fryderyk was summoned to play at the Brühl Palace, the residence of the governor of the Congress Kingdom, Grand Duke Constantine Pavlovich Romanov. Constantine, a younger brother of Tsar Alexander, was so impressed by a military march the boy had composed that he had the piece scored and performed by his band on the parade ground in front of the Saxon Palace, where he regularly reviewed his troops. It was later published without Chopin’s name and has meanwhile disappeared.  
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               Grand Duke Constantine musters his troops on Saxon Square, 1825, to mark the passing of Tsar Alexander I; a lithograph by Jan Feliks Piwarski (1829).

            

         

         The Brühl Palace was the seat of Russian power, the place from where Constantine issued his political directives. He had exercised plenipotentiary authority over Poland ever since the Congress Kingdom had been created and annexed to Russia. Constantine is generally described as a brutish figure, whose pug face revealed the coarseness of his character. His maltreatment of the Poles has earned for him a special place in infamy. One writer called him “eccentric, if not insane.” His violent mood swings were unpredictable, and at the slightest provocation he would fall into an uncontrollable rage. As commander in chief of the Polish army, it was not unusual for him to drill his soldiers for twenty-four hours without respite until his rant had subsided, which frequently resulted in the deaths of men and their horses.15 For this he was universally reviled by the army, which seethed with discontent under his erratic leadership. The high suicide rate among Polish soldiers was directly related to the degrading punishments that Constantine enjoyed inflicting on the rank and file, often out of sheer caprice.16 The public flogging of his soldiers for minor infractions was not uncommon, and makes one wonder how his mutilated personality was brought into being. 

         V

         For the answer we need only go back to Constantine’s grandmother Catherine the Great, who provided the noxious atmosphere in which the boy was raised. It will do no harm to offer a brief account of the rigors that helped to form him, for they provide us with an explanation of the rigors that he in turn visited on an entire nation, to which Chopin was a daily witness.

         Shortly after Constantine’s birth Catherine removed him from the cradle, and over the objections of his parents—her son Grand Duke Paul and his wife, Grand Duchess Maria, who was still weak from the difficult labor—she took charge of his education herself, just as she had done with his older brother, the future Tsar Alexander I. The regimen was strict, even harsh. From infancy the boys endured a Spartan life. They were bathed in cold water and slept on flat hard beds. Their diet was plain, and the temperature of the room was never allowed to be higher than 15 degrees Celsius. No more than two candles were to be lit at the same time, in order to prevent the air in the room from becoming stale. They were even taught to till their own garden and grow their own vegetables. Catherine had something special in mind for Constantine. He was being prepared for a great responsibility. Once she had won her ongoing wars against Turkey and had annexed the Crimea, Constantine was destined to rule over Constantinople and a restored Byzantium empire, an aspect of the fantasy world she inhabited and into which Constantine was drawn. Even before his birth his name had been chosen for him by Catherine to fit him for this glorious role. Constantine was given a Greek nurse, specially imported from the island of Naxos, who taught him to speak fluent Greek. It would, after all, be unthinkable for a future emperor of Byzantium not to speak the language of the people.

         One activity that Constantine loved above all others was playing soldiers. Entire regiments of toy soldiers, in their brightly painted uniforms,  were on display in his room, and he became adept in textbook military drills as he maneuvered these inanimate objects from one position to another. The real-life parades that he choreographed in later life, watching real-life soldiers collapse through sheer exhaustion, were an extension of his childhood fantasies. Constantine’s actual military record was not distinguished and he proved himself incompetent on the battlefield. 

         Throughout her grandsons’ early childhood and adolescence Catherine’s main thought was to find suitable wives for them, preferably from the German upper aristocracy from which she herself had been drawn, and thus not only secure the fragile Romanov succession but strengthen her political ties with Europe as well.17 Her choice of a possible bride for Constantine was narrowed down to three princesses from the Saxe-Coburg family, who were summoned to Moscow so that she could parade them before the youth and allow him to make his choice. Princess Juliane was a girl of fourteen, and Constantine barely seventeen, when their arranged marriage took place in Saint Petersburg, in February 1796. Adam Czartoryski, who in 1831 became the leader of the Polish government in exile, and was present at the wedding ceremony, later wrote in his memoirs about the bizarre rituals surrounding the nuptials, and had some harsh words to say about Constantine.

         
            The Princess [Juliane] was given to a youth barely entering manhood but with a violent temper and savage caprices which had already furnished many a topic of conversation … It was a mournful spectacle, this handsome young princess, come from so far to adopt a foreign religion on foreign soil to be delivered up to the capricious will of a man who it was evident would never care for her happiness. 

         

         To which he adds the revealing comment: “What [Constantine] related to those with whom he was intimate about his honeymoon was marked by an unexampled want of delicacy towards his wife.”18

         After enduring three years of purgatory, Juliane fled the marriage and returned to her family in Germany, refusing all attempts at reconciliation.

         VI

         This was the situation that greeted the young Chopin when he first set foot inside the Brühl Palace. And it was shortly to become yet more bizarre. After many years of separation from Princess Juliane, Constantine secured the tsar’s permission to divorce her and in 1820 he entered into a morganatic marriage with the Polish-born Joanna Grudzińska. Joanna was one of three stepdaughters of Adam Bronic, the grand marshal of the tsarist court in Poland, who lived with his family in the royal castle, and almost from the moment that Constantine set eyes on the golden-haired twenty-year-old girl, he had wanted her first as his mistress and then as his wife. She cast such a spell over him that in order to marry her he renounced his claim to the Russian Crown in favor of his younger brother Nicholas. On the eve of the wedding Tsar Alexander elevated Joanna to the ranks of the royals and gave her the title of Princess Łowicka. Because she so often intervened with her husband on Poland’s behalf, she was dubbed “the guardian angel of Poland.” That was her public image. What she endured in private after her marriage had bound her in perpetuity to Constantine can only be imagined because it happened behind closed doors and his mood swings became ever more unpredictable.

         In 1822, Constantine and his large entourage of courtiers moved into the Belvedere Palace, the imposing castle on the outskirts of Warsaw that had just been made ready for him, and from where he continued his erratic rule.19 Visitors to Belvedere must have been confounded by the menagerie of household servants that roamed through the place, ranging in size from the massively built fighters drawn from the ranks of the armored cuirassiers down to the liveried dwarves, one of whom Constantine had brought back with him from his Turkish campaigns. Chopin was frequently invited to Belvedere by Princess Łowicka in order to play for Constantine and his guests. She was convinced that the boy’s playing had a calming effect on her husband’s unstable character. Constantine once observed the boy gazing up at the ceiling while improvising at the keyboard, and inquired if that was where he “found the notes.” Perhaps the grand duke was being profound without knowing it, because even at this young age Chopin seemed to draw inspiration from a source that lay beyond the boundaries of the piano’s keyboard. During these visits Chopin formed a friendship with Constantine’s illegitimate son Paul, the product of an earlier liaison that Constantine had pursued with his French mistress Josephine Friedrichs, whom he had married off to a Russian colonel named Gustav Weiss at the time of his nuptials with Joanna Grudzińska, while arranging to keep his beloved son by his side. Paul was just two years older than Chopin, and he sometimes surprised the Chopin family by turning up at the Casimir Palace, accompanied by his French tutor Count Alexandre de Moriolles, in a coach drawn by a team of four horses—all abreast, Russian style, each of the outer ones mounted by a Cossack—come to bring Chopin back to Belvedere. Everyone knew what that meant. The grand duke was once more in a blind rage and Princess Łowicka, fearful of the consequences, wanted her young Orpheus to work his magic in the house of horrors. 

         Count de Moriolles had a daughter named Alexandrine, and after Chopin had played the piano for Constantine, the boy liked to escape into the palace gardens and relax with her and Paul. Alexandrine and Chopin formed an innocent attachment for each other, which on his side amounted to a teenage “crush” on a more mature woman. She was nine years older than Chopin and not the child that most of his biographers have mistaken her for. He turned her surname into the affectionate sobriquet “Moriolka,” a name by which he refers to her in his correspondence. She in turn dubbed Chopin “a little devil,” a reference perhaps to the playful kiss he occasionally stole from her. Chopin was probably one of the few persons with whom the young woman was able to enjoy a normal relationship. The stifling atmosphere that prevailed at Belvedere would have offered few opportunities for a regular existence. Chopin gave Moriolka some piano lessons and played duets with her, highlights of her cloistered existence. It must have brought her pleasure when Chopin placed her name on the dedication page of his Rondo à la Mazur, op. 5 (1826), which assured her a modest posterity. She always honored their friendship, which extended to the moment of Chopin’s greatest triumph in Warsaw’s National Theater, on March 22, 1830, when he played his Krakowiak Rondo and his F minor Concerto before a large and appreciative audience. Afterward she sent him a large laurel wreath to symbolize his musical conquest of the city. 

         VII

         On November 21, 1819, the Italian soprano Angelica Catalani made her long-awaited appearance in Warsaw. She was one of the acknowledged stars of the art of bel canto, and gave four hugely successful concerts in the Town Hall. During her stay in the city she lived in the home of Konstanty Wolicki, one of her relatives, and it was in the elegant salon of the Wolicki family that the young Chopin heard La Catalani sing and she in turn asked him to play. She was so enchanted with his performance that she presented him with a gold watch, which he kept as a precious relic for the rest of his life. It bore the inscription

         
            
               Mme Catalani

               à Frédéric Chopin

               âgé de 10 ans

               à Varsovie

               le 3 Janvier 1820

            

         

         These encounters with the noble families of Warsaw helped mold the boy’s character. The polish and refinement of his later years, which were often remarked in the salons of Paris and London, owed much to these early experiences. No matter how exalted the company, Chopin remained at ease, and he was able to fall back on the distinctive forms of address and old-world customs of the Polish aristocracy, suffused with pomp and circumstance, which went back to the eighteenth century and earlier. And in the salons of Paris, especially the ones peopled by Polish émigrés longing to reclaim their homeland, that was valued.

         In February and March 1823, Chopin gave two further concerts for Warsaw’s Charitable Society, this time in Countess Zofia Zamoyska’s palace (known as the “Blue Palace” after the color of its roof). Because of the number of artists and prominent intellectuals who lived in the building’s annexes, it was often called the “Polish Athens.” On February 24, Chopin appeared there as soloist with the Conservatory orchestra in a performance of a piano concerto by Ferdinand Ries, conducted by Józef Jawurek, a Conservatory professor. And on March 17, the society invited him back again to appear in the ninth of its “Soirées Musicales,” playing some solo items. These concerts revealed Fryderyk to be an artist mature beyond his years, and marked a turning point in his development as a pianist. On February 26, the Kurier dla Płci Pięknej (Courier for the Fair Sex) summed up the situation for its readers: “We can confidently state that we have never before heard a virtuoso in our capital who could, at such a tender age, overcome such remarkable difficulties with ease, and render the incomparable Adagio with both feeling and accuracy.” And lest they failed to grasp the significance of what had happened, the Kurier turned the concert into a matter of national pride.

         
            The latest number of the Leipzig Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung reports, in an article from Vienna, that an equally young amateur by the name of List [sic] astonished everyone there by the precision, the self-assurance, and the strength of tone with which he executed a concerto by Hummel. After this musical evening we shall certainly not envy Vienna their Mr. List, as our capital possesses one equal to him, and perhaps even superior, in the person of the young Mr. Chopin.20

         

         It is the first known occasion on which a comparison between Liszt and Chopin had been made, the pros and cons of which have preoccupied the public’s imagination ever since.

         Chopin’s lessons with Żywny were now becoming superfluous. The twelve-year-old boy had nothing more to learn from his teacher. The bonds of mutual affection remained strong, however, and even though the lessons were about to be terminated, Żywny stayed on as an irreplaceable presence in the Chopin household. He remained, in Chopin’s words, “the soul of all our amusements.”21 Never again did Chopin take a formal piano lesson from anyone, the finest compliment that he could have paid to his old master. Chopin had already shown his gratitude by composing a Polonaise in A-flat major in honor of Żywny, which bore the inscription: “Dédiée à Monsieur A. Żywny par Son élève Fryderyk Chopin à Varsovie, ce 23 Avril 1821.” April 23 was Żywny’s name day, the feast of Saint Wojciech, and it was on that day that Fryderyk surprised and delighted his teacher with a performance of his new composition.

         VIII

         In the summer of 1823, the Chopins visited Żelazowa Wola for a short holiday as guests of the Skarbeks. After several months of hard work Chopin had passed the entrance examination to the Warsaw Lyceum and had been admitted to Class IV. He went to Żelazowa Wola to celebrate his success with his family, enjoy the bracing air of the Polish countryside, and build up his strength before the rigors of the new academic curriculum set in. Much had changed in the thirteen years since the Chopins had lived there. In 1814 the old manor house had been damaged by fire (possibly caused by a detachment of soldiers from Napoléon’s retreating army), but the right annex had survived.22 Although most of Countess Ludwika’s possessions had gone up in flames, she had succeeded in reestablishing herself, and in 1818 had sold the estate to her son Fryderyk Skarbek while continuing to live there. On the warm summer nights that enveloped Żelazowa Wola, she had the servants push the piano out onto the lawn so that Chopin could give impromptu concerts for the household, which also attracted a gathering of local villagers. The memory of these occasions might have been lost had it not been for the Russian composer Mily Balakirev, who, in 1894, made a widely publicized pilgrimage to Żelazowa Wola on the occasion of the unveiling of an obelisk to Chopin’s memory, a project that Balakirev himself initiated, and he met there an old villager, an octogenarian named Antoni Krysiak, who had known the Chopin family and liked to reminisce about them. 

         
            On beautiful starlit nights, the piano was hauled out of the house and placed under a spruce tree. Mr. Fryderyk often played under that tree … and with his improvisation he enchanted his listeners and brought tears to their eyes. The sounds wafted through the orchards and reached the ears of the villagers, who came to the house, and stood outside the palings to hear the young visitor from Warsaw … Fryderyk usually spent his summers at Mr. Skarbek’s house.”23

         

         The venerable Krysiak, one of the few surviving witnesses to those faraway times, was given a new caftan with a sash around the waist, together with a fine sheepskin hat, to mark the occasion. A photograph of him wearing this sartorial outfit on the day of the unveiling still survives.24 Krysiak’s recollections carry the burden of uncertainty, for Balakirev tells us that the old villager sometimes confused the Skarbeks with the Chopins. Moreover, scholars of the topic like to point out that there are only two properly documented occasions when Chopin is known to have revisited his birthplace: one was on December 24, 1825, the start of winter, when an outdoor concert would have been impossible; and the other was during the summer of 1830 shortly before he left Poland for good, a visit with which Krysiak’s recollection cannot easily be conflated. But Chopin would have gone back to his birthplace more often than that. Żelazowa Wola was a mere sixty kilometers from Warsaw and the journey could be accomplished in a single day by horse-drawn coach. The encounter between Balakirev and Antoni Krysiak is undeniable, and the firsthand testimony that it engendered concerning Chopin’s visits to Żelazowa Wola may be confirmed from an independent source. In an interview that Ferdynand Hoesick conducted with Józefa Kościelska, a younger sister of Maria Wodzińska, Chopin’s future fiancée, Józefa informed him that Chopin sometimes spent part of the summer holidays at Żelazowa Wola, and she had traveled with him there.25 

         On September 15, 1823, now back in Warsaw, Chopin donned the regulation Lyceum uniform (which he wore for the next three years), walked down the flight of stairs separating the family’s apartment from the schoolrooms on the ground floor of the Casimir Palace, and joined his classmates in the Fourth Year. It was the first time that the newly teenaged Chopin had been taught in the formal setting of a classroom under the watchful eye of an instructor, and it might easily have been an intimidating experience. He had always been schooled at home by his father and the private tutors that Mikołaj had brought in to coach the boys who boarded with them. But from the moment that Chopin sat behind his desk he found himself among friends. Sitting in the same group were Julian Fontana, Dominik Dziewanowski, Jan Matuszyński, and Dominik Magnuszewski, who were all about his age. As for the teachers, some of them were his neighbors, colleagues of Mikołaj Chopin’s. The faculty that Rector Samuel Linde had gathered around him since he had founded the Lyceum represented the cream of Warsaw’s intelligentsia. They are barely mentioned in biographies of Chopin but we may introduce them here. Władysław Jasiński taught mathematics; Wacław Maciejowski taught classics; Józef Skrodzki taught chemistry and science; Tomasz Dziekoński conducted a course in Polish literature; and Sebastiano Ciampi gave instruction in classical philology and Greek. The revered painter Zygmunt Vogel, who was sixty years old and the country’s finest master of oil paintings, offered a course in drawing and perspective. These mentors left a lasting impression on their students and provided one of the best educations in Poland.

         Discipline was strict but tempered with kindness. Linde was popular with the students, calling them “my children” as he peered at them through his rimless glasses and listening intently as they read their homework aloud. 

         
            He often took the place of masters who on account of illness could not come to their lessons [wrote Eustachy Marylski, one of Mikołaj’s young boarders]. Most often he analyzed Cicero’s speeches … What an interesting class that was! What a wealth of knowledge he laid before us! … It sometimes happened that he came in place of the literature master … At such times we were always sorry that the hour had passed so quickly. Seeing this, if he had not finished a lesson, he called us to the classroom on a recreation day and discoursed to us for some hours. How unsatisfactory did the lessons of the other masters seem after his!26

         

         While Chopin’s curriculum of studies is difficult to reconstruct, there is general agreement that he took modern languages, Polish history, classics (including some Latin), mathematics, and drawing. For this last subject he showed a special aptitude, and under the guidance of Zygmunt Vogel the boy’s sketchbooks were soon filled with pencil drawings of scenes captured from various vantage points within Warsaw and its environs. The youth was adept at drawing portraits and he often produced amusing caricatures not only of his classmates but of his professors as well. When Samuel Linde got wind of the fact that Chopin had “honored” him with one such drawing, he confiscated it. There must have been some artistic merit in the image, for we are told that Linde returned it with the comment “Well done!” A more formal chalk drawing that the fifteen-year-old Fryderyk did of Linde has been preserved, and today hangs in the Municipal Museum at Radom.

         Pranks, caricatures, and the telling of heroic tales of Poland’s storied past were all part of Chopin’s adolescent years. When the day was done, and schoolwork was set aside, the boys would sometimes gather around the piano in Chopin’s apartment to hear about the legends of Polish history, or exchange frightening stories in the twilight hour, which Chopin would illustrate with background music. Eustachy Marylski recalled those evenings: “At dusk, when we had a little time to ourselves, we told tales from Polish history, such as the death of King Warneńczyk, or of Zółkiewski, or the battles fought by our rulers, and young Chopin played it all on the piano. Sometimes this music made us cry, and Żywny was enchanted with his playing. Soon the name of Fryderyk resounded in Warsaw.”27 
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               Dr. Samuel Linde; a chalk drawing by Chopin (c. 1825).

            

         

         According to Kazimierz Wodziński, who boarded with Mikołaj, the boys on one occasion became unruly and Antoni Barciński, the mathematics tutor who had been left in charge, was unable to control them. When Fryderyk entered the room and witnessed the disruption, Kazimierz tells us, he gathered the boys around the piano with a promise to tell them an adventure story about robbers intent on plundering a house at dead of night, a melodrama he accompanied with music. As the robbers mounted their ladders and were about to enter through the windows, they were disturbed by a noise from within, which so frightened them that they ran away to hide in the darkness of the surrounding woods. So effective was the tale, to say nothing of the music that accompanied it, that the boys drifted off to sleep because the hour was late. Whereupon Fryderyk woke them up again with a loud crash on the piano. It is difficult to imagine the composer who was to become a standard bearer of “absolute” music improvising to illustrate a story, especially one so unlikely as this. It led Niecks to throw up his hands in despair and exclaim, “Those who think there is no salvation outside the pale of absolute music … will shake their heads sadly,” before moving to what he called more important business.28 Still, the anecdote offers a crumb of comfort to those “outside the pale” who continue to maintain that one or two of Chopin’s later compositions might well be influenced by a program that simply remained unexpressed. 

         Fryderyk showed an unusual gift for mimicry. He had a quick eye for the ridiculous and could adapt his facial expressions and distort his body into almost any shape, depending on the character he wished to convey. In his youth his limbs were so flexible that he was able to put his feet around his neck whenever he wished to play the clown. He could move his spectators to laughter one moment and reduce them to tears the next. Sometimes he frightened them with uncanny personalities drawn from the repertory of characters he always seemed to have waiting in the wings—a pompous lecturer, a cringing beggar, a Jewish moneylender. And he could inflect his voice to fit these characters, from the stentorian to the whining, from the pleading to the cunning. Had he not been a musician Chopin could easily have become an actor, as George Sand confirmed years later when he used to entertain her guests at Nohant with his impersonations. Ferdinand Hiller never forgot the occasion when Chopin entered the salon of Countess Ludwika Plater in Paris, acting the part of Pierrot (one of the stock characters from the commedia dell’arte), and after darting and dancing around his Polish compatriots for more than an hour, he left without saying a word.29

         There was a good deal of sympathy for Samuel Linde at this time because his wife, Ludwika, had recently passed away, leaving him with two young daughters, Ludka and Anna. He had always wanted a son and heir, but there had been a series of five stillbirths and he was now fifty-one years old. Undaunted, Linde took as his second wife a young woman less than half his age, Luiza Nussbaum, who went on to present him with four more daughters. Linde’s family life, and his ever-expanding brood of girls, was a topic of gossip among the boys. When his new bride gave birth to their first child, the will was mistaken for the deed, and the rumor spread that it was a boy. “Ecce homo!” Fryderyk proclaimed in his best Latin. “Linde, yes Linde, has an heir.” But later in that same letter to Jan Białobłocki, he had to correct himself when news of a different kind reached him. “Sorry! Ecce femina, non homo.”30 

         IX

         As the summer of 1824 approached, Fryderyk’s frail health and his emaciated appearance started to give cause for concern. He had worked diligently all year on a range of topics, some of which were new to him. Ever a perfectionist, he wanted to excel in them all. The family physician, Dr. François Girardot, was brought in and prescribed pills to stimulate the boy’s appetite and have him put on a little weight. It was an unpleasant regimen because Girardot also required Fryderyk to drink half a decanter of herbal tea daily, plus six cups of roasted acorn coffee to help him digest his food, to sip sweet wine (which he disliked), and to eat plenty of ripe fruit. Girardot was an eminent physician who had earlier been a surgeon attached to the Polish light cavalry fighting under Napoléon, and in 1814 he had lost a leg to a Russian bullet. Many of the best families in Warsaw were his patients, so his homespun remedies were not to be treated lightly.

         Dominik Dziewanowski, one of Fryderyk’s classmates at the Lyceum, had boarded with the Chopins since 1822. His parents owned the village of Szafarnia in the province of Mazovia, about two hundred kilometers northwest of Warsaw, so when an invitation came for Fryderyk to accompany Domuś back to the family estate that summer, with its promise of a healthy sojourn in the country, Justyna and Mikołaj welcomed the offer. We recall that thirty years earlier, during his bachelor days, Mikołaj had been employed at Szafarnia as the French tutor to Dominik’s father, Juliusz, and it was through this connection that Juliusz had enrolled Domuś at the Warsaw Lyceum. Because Mikołaj’s memories attached him to the area, he arranged to join Fryderyk and the Dziewanowski family at Szafarnia later in the year. 

         Fryderyk had first to complete his schoolwork and take the end-of-term examinations, and he burned the midnight oil to do it. The graduation ceremony took place on July 24, and the whole school assembled for this rite of passage, presided over by Bishop Kaliski. The minister of education also turned up, made a speech, and read out the roll of honor. Selected for commendation were Dominik Dziewanowski, Julian Fontana, and Wilhelm Kolberg. Two pupils were awarded special prizes: Fryderyk Chopin and Jan Matuszyński. Chopin’s prize was a book titled Outline of Statistics for the Use of Country and District Schools by Gaspard Monge—an award that, in the droll words of Chopin’s biographer Casimir Wierzyński, probably “brought more honor than pleasure.”31
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            EXPLORING POLAND: HOLIDAYS IN SZAFARNIA, 1824–1825

         

         
            Until now I haven’t had any falls, because the horse hasn’t thrown me off. But if it ever wants me to take a tumble, I may do it one day.

            —Chopin to Wilhelm Kolberg1

         

         I

         The day after their graduation, Fryderyk and Dominik set out for Szafarnia in the company of Dominik’s aunt Ludwika, who had come to fetch them in her carriage. The Dziewanowski family was esteemed throughout Poland, because Dominik’s uncle had served as a cavalry officer in Napoléon’s army and had perished during the storming of the Somosierra Pass (1808) at the head of his company of Polish lancers. His fellow officers were cut down with him, together with half his men, but the pass was taken and Napoléon occupied Madrid a week later. The story had become legend and the family basked in its reflected glory. The old manor house at Szafarnia was of baronial proportions, and displayed the family coat of arms on its walls. Fryderyk was warmly received by Dominik’s parents, Juliusz and Honorata, who greeted him in person.2 They were fond of music, adored the piano, and were well aware of his artistic gifts. Justyna Chopin had provided Honorata with strict instructions regarding Fryderyk’s daily regimen, as recommended by Dr. Girardot. In addition to all the pills and libations that the boy was expected to take, Girardot forbade him to eat the rough black bread traditionally consumed by country folk, in favor of the fine white bread eaten in the city, a sanction about which Fryderyk complained to his parents. 

         II

         Fryderyk’s day began at 7:00 a.m. He practiced the piano to his heart’s content, drew in his sketchbook whatever scenes took his fancy, and took leisurely tours of the grounds, riding in style in the family carriage and enjoying the fresh air. There was plenty of physical activity as well. He and Dominik roamed across the Szafarnia estate, had close encounters with the cows and pigs that wandered outside the house (and sometimes, one suspects, inside as well), chatted to the local peasants, and went horse riding. Occasionally the pair ventured farther afield, visiting a number of nearby villages, including Sokołowo, Radomin, Rodzone, and Bocheniec. It was the boy’s first real experience of the Polish countryside, and he reveled in it.

         On August 10, Fryderyk made a brief visit to neighboring Sokołowo, the home of his friend Jan (Jasio) Białobłocki. From there he wrote to his parents, the first of his letters to have survived. He began by telling them about his daily routine, making fun of his first attempts to ride a horse, which he describes via an untranslatable pun: “I am riding on the past participle of the French verb connaître” (this would be connu—which sounds in Polish like koniu, meaning “horse”). He then returns to the all-important question of black bread and how to remove his doctor’s sanction against eating it.

         
            Sokołowo

            Tuesday, August 10, 1824

            My beloved parents,

            … I have a keen appetite, but in order to satisfy my flat stomach, which is now starting to get bigger, I need permission to eat the country-style bread to satisfy myself. Girardot does not allow me to have any rye bread, but his prohibition applies only to the Warsaw bread, and not to countryside bread. He forbade me to eat any because it is sour, but the Szafarnia bread is not in the least acidic. The first is black, the second white. One is made from coarse flour, the other from fine flour. In the end, if he could taste it, Girardot would find it better than the other one and would certainly allow me to eat some, in accordance with the habit of doctors having their patients consume what they themselves like … How could Mother not grant me the permission that I desire? Haven’t I indicated clearly enough that I wish to eat country bread? If Girardot were in Warsaw, I would ask Mme Dziewanowska to give me a loaf and I would send it to him at once in a little box. After the first bite he would grant me his permission. So in the hope of getting what I ask of you with so much insistence (with the consent of Mlle Ludwika and Mlle Józefa,3 who gave me this bread on one occasion in anticipation of permission to come), I will finish my dissertation on this topic …

            We are awaiting Father with utmost impatience; as for me, I beg him to be kind enough to purchase from Brzezina [a Warsaw music dealer] the Variations on an Air by Moore, for piano, 4 hands by [Ferdinand] Ries and bring it to me.4 I would like to play it with Mme Dziewanowska. I wonder if Father could also bring me either the prescription or a bottle of pills because, according to the calculations I did today, I have enough left for only twenty-seven more days.

            Now I have nothing left to write other than to ask Ludwika about Mother and Father’s health. Father has, I have no doubt, fully recovered from his kidney pains. I cordially embrace Ludka, Izabelka, Emilka, Zuzia, Mme Dekert, Mlle Leszczyńska. I am also sending greetings to the Grasshopper and to Chomentowski. I kiss my beloved parents’ hands and feet. 

            Your son,

            F. F. Chopin5

         

         III

         Our best information about Fryderyk’s sojourn in Szafarnia comes from the satirical journal that he created and named the Szafarnia Courier. It was a lampoon on the leading Polish newspaper of the day, the conservative Warsaw Courier. Fryderyk was the editor and sole contributor, writing under the nom de plume of “Mr. Pichon”—an anagram of Chopin. Since the Warsaw Courier was subject to censorship, the Szafarnia Courier had to have a censor too, and this important role was assigned to Dominik’s aunt Ludwika Dziewanowska. The newspaper was divided into two columns, just like the Warsaw Courier: “Local News,” which covered Szafarnia, and “Foreign News,” which covered the rest of the neighborhood. Chopin’s sense of the ridiculous and his puckish humor leap from every page as he writes with mock solemnity about country life in and around Szafarnia. He describes again his failed attempts to mount a horse, the mayhem in the farmyard among the pigs and cows, his exposure to authentic Polish folk song, and the various adventures that came his way during his forays into the surrounding countryside. The Szafarnia Courier was dispatched at intervals to his family in Warsaw, probably in lieu of letters they had been expecting and might have preferred; but we may be sure that they smiled at the pastoral scenes he elevated to the level of news of national importance. The following extracts are drawn from the four issues of the Szafarnia Courier that have survived, although two more issues are known to have been written.6 

         
            HOME NEWS

Issue of August 16, 1824

            August 11. Mr. Fryderyk Chopin goes horseback riding every day, with such skill that he regularly remains stationary—on his backside. (Passed by the censor, L.D.)

            August 12. A hen went lame, and a drake fighting with a goose lost a leg. A cow became so ill it is grazing in the garden … Consequently an edict was issued on the 14th inst. forbidding all piglets to enter the garden on pain of death. (Passed by the censor, L.D.)

         

         There were musical evenings at Szafarnia, too. When the evening meal had been cleared away, everyone would gather around the piano for an impromptu concert. Mme Dziewanowska would play and Chopin would join her for duets. But it was as a soloist that he shone. He had recently added to his repertoire a difficult concerto by Kalkbrenner, which impressed his group of admirers. Visiting musicians also took part in these concerts, including a certain Herr Better from Berlin, a pianist of no particular merit, whom Chopin heard play and then lampooned.

         
            August 13. Herr Better played on the piano with uncommon talent. This Berlin virtuoso plays in the same style as Herr Berger (the pianist from Skolimów). In sheer velocity he surpasses Mme Lagowska [a local pianist], and he plays with such feeling that almost every note seems to come not from his heart but from his enormous stomach. (Passed by the censor, L.D.)

         

         Chopin was probably irritated by all the “twisting of the person” that went on at the keyboard and was alien to his own playing. In later years, after he had settled in Paris, he often parodied such players for the amusement of his friends.

         
            15 August. Last night a cat sneaked into the dressing room and broke a bottle of juice. On the one hand he deserves the gallows, on the other he is worthy of praise, for he chose the smaller bottle. (Passed by the censor, L.D.)

            FOREIGN NEWS

Issue of August 16, 1824

            16 August. At Bocheniec a fox ate two helpless ganders. Whoever catches the fox is required to kindly inform the local judiciary, which will unfailingly punish the felon in conformity with its laws and regulations. The two ganders will be surrendered to whoever delivers the fox, as a reward.

            HOME NEWS

Issue of August 27, 1824

            The Hon. Mr. Pichon has encountered all kinds of unpleasantness from mosquitos … They are biting him all over, but fortunately not on the nose, or it would become even longer than it already is.

            25 August. The Drake sneaked out of the Henhouse early in the morning and drowned. The reason for this suicide is not yet known, because the family is refusing to talk.

            FOREIGN NEWS

Issue of August 31, 1824

            29 August. As he was passing through Nieszawa [Chopin probably means Nieszkovizna] Mr. Pichon heard a village Catalani7 singing at the top of her voice as she sat on a fence. His attention was at once caught and he listened to both song and voice, regretting however that in spite of his efforts he could not catch the words. Twice he walked past the fence, but in vain—he could not understand a word. Finally, overcome with curiosity, he fished out of his pocket three groszy and offered them to the singer if she would repeat her song. For a time she made a fuss, pouted, and refused; but, tempted by the three groszy, she made up her mind and began to sing a little mazurka from which the present Editor, with the permission of the authorities and the censor, is allowed to quote as an example one verse: 

            
               
                          “See, how the wolf is dancing

                          Beyond the hills for life;

                          See how he breaks his heart,

                          Because he hasn’t got a wife.”

               

            

            At Radomin a cat went mad. Fortunately it did not bite anyone, but ran away and jumped into a field where it was killed. Only then did it stop its rampage. (Passed by the censor, L.D.)

            HOME NEWS

Issue of September 3, 1824

            September 1. As Mr. Pichon was playing the Little Jew, Mr. Dziewanowski called his Jewish cattle hand and asked him what he thought of the young Jewish virtuoso. Young Moshe came to the window, poked his hooked nose into the room, and listened. Then he said that if Mr. Pichon cared to play at a Jewish wedding he could make at least ten florins. Such a pronouncement encouraged Mr. Pichon to take up that kind of music as soon as possible, and who knows? he may in time devote himself entirely to this kind of profitable music making. (Passed by the censor, L.D.)

         

         This reference to the “Little Jew” may be the first mention of an early version of Chopin’s Mazurka in A minor, which he later elaborated and published as op. 17, no. 4.8
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         The plangent, “ethnic” harmonies so characteristic of this particular mazurka are thought to reflect the influence of the Jewish musicians he heard in the region of Szafarnia. Its unusual opening (in the Lydian mode) also serves as its unusual ending, and the piece simply drifts away into silence on the “wrong” chord of F major. While it is not difficult to think of later compositions whose endings are abandoned (Schumann’s “Entreating Child” from Kinderszenen and Liszt’s Nuages gris come to mind), it is worth asking if this youthful mazurka was the first piece to do so. Fryderyk’s chimerical description of himself as a “young Jewish virtuoso” must be read as an in-joke known to the family. He possessed a prominent nose and frequently disparaged it.

         There was a sizable Jewish population in the region of Mazovia (the home of the Mazurka), and numerous Jews were employed on large estates such as Szafarnia. The local herdsman, milkman, and butcher were more likely than not to be Jewish. And Jewish traders turned up regularly at the manor house to bargain away their wares. Chopin found it natural to mock them, for in the Poland of his day Jews were regarded as second-class citizens. His anti-Semitic language was the lingua franca of the time, and it turns up in his later correspondence as well.

         
            FOREIGN NEWS

Issue of August 27, 1824

            A Jewish lease-holder in [the village of] Rodzone was letting his calf feed in the manor’s cornfield every night. It wandered off safely several times, but on the night of the 24th a wolf came and ate the calf. The lord of the manor is glad that the Jew was repaid in this way for his nefarious conduct; but the Jew is angry with the wolf and offers to give the whole calf to anyone who delivers the culprit to him. (Passed by the censor, L.D.)

         

         A few days later we find the fourteen-year-old boy describing the local Jews in a darkly comical vein.

         
            HOME NEWS

Issue of August 31, 1824

            On the 29th August a cartload of Jews was rolling along. Die ganze Familie consisted of eine fat Mamele, three big Jews, two small ones, and half a dozen little Jews. They were all huddled together like Dutch herrings. Then a stone in the road upset the cart, which overturned, and they all lay on the sand in the following order: First of all the children, each one in a different position, most of them with their legs upturned, and on top of them the Mamele, groaning under the load of Jewish men, whose skullcaps fell off in all the confusion. (Passed by the censor, L.D.)

         

         The chief value of the Szafarnia Courier is the light it throws on the boy’s personality. Its sophisticated use of satire is unusual for one so young, and springs from the same source as his talent for mimicry.

         In due course Mikołaj Chopin joined Fryderyk at Szafarnia and spent a few days relaxing with the Dziewanowski family. His visit did not escape the scrutiny of the editor of the Szafarnia Courier, who complained to his readers that his father “eats four rolls every day, nota bene,” a pointed reference to the constraints placed on Fryderyk’s own diet, “as well as a very large dinner and a three-course supper.”

         
            *

         

         Something of the color of those blissful days was captured in a letter that Chopin wrote to another school friend from the Lyceum, Wilhelm (“Wiluś”) Kolberg, who was enjoying a summer holiday of his own in the Polish countryside.
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